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Lateral Reading: Verifying What You See
Online

The Expert Mistake

In 2017, researchers at Stanford University conducted an experiment with three groups: professional fact-
checkers, historians, and university students studying political science. All three groups were given the same
set of news websites and social media posts and asked to evaluate their credibility. The results were
humbling for everyone except the fact-checkers: historians — who had spent careers learning to critically
evaluate sources — were no better than the general student population at identifying misinformation. They
fell for the same tricks, trusted the same fake credentials, and were misled by the same professional-

looking website designs. The fact-checkers, by contrast, correctly identified misinformation at a
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Lateral Reading: Verifying What You
See Online

The Expert Mistake

In 2017, researchers at Stanford University conducted an experiment with three
groups: professional fact-checkers, historians, and university students studying
political science. All three groups were given the same set of news websites and
social media posts and asked to evaluate their credibility. The results were humbling
for everyone except the fact-checkers: historians, who had spent careers learning
to critically evaluate sources, were no better than the general student population at
identifying misinformation. They fell for the same tricks, trusted the same fake
credentials, and were misled by the same professional-looking website designs. The
fact-checkers, by contrast, correctly identified misinformation at a significantly
higher rate and did so much faster. The Stanford researchers studied what the
fact-checkers did differently and discovered it was remarkably simple: the fact-
checkers did not primarily read the site they were evaluating. They immediately
opened new browser tabs and searched for what other sources said about that site
or claim. This technique, which the researchers named 'lateral reading’, is the single
most powerful individual tool for evaluating information online, yet it is almost never
taught in traditional education.

What Is Lateral Reading?

Lateral reading is the practice of leaving a source to check what other credible
sources say about it, moving horizontally across multiple sources rather than drilling
down vertically into the content of a single source. When you encounter a website,
article, or claim you're uncertain about, instead of reading it more carefully (vertical
reading) or examining its internal design and language for quality signals (also
vertical), you open new tabs and ask: what do I know about this source? What do
established, credible organizations say about it? Has it been fact-checked? Is
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anyone reporting on it? This approach is counterintuitive because most educational
instruction about evaluating sources focuses on internal signals: Does the website
have an 'About’ page? Does it cite sources? Is the writing professional? Is there a
date and author listed? These criteria are useful for evaluating well-established
content types like academic journals, where the conventions are standardized and
enforced. But for the modern internet (where anyone can build a professional-
looking website in an afternoon and fill it with fabricated credentials), internal
signals are easily faked. External verification is much harder to fabricate.

The Mechanics of Lateral Reading in Practice

In practical terms, lateral reading involves several specific habits. When you
encounter an unfamiliar source, your first step is a quick search: type the
organization name into Google and look at what comes up. Not the organization's own
website, but news coverage of the organization, ratings from watchdog groups (like
NewsGuard or Media Bias/Fact Check), Wikipedia articles (keeping in mind these can
be edited), academic analyses, and any notable controversies or endorsements. This
takes roughly 30-60 seconds and is more informative than five minutes of reading
the organization's own content. For specific claims, lateral reading means searching
for the claim itself and noting what organizations are covering it. If a dramatic claim
about health, politics, or current events is being reported only by outlets you've
never heard of, that's a significant red flag. If it's covered by multiple major news
organizations (The Associated Press, Reuters, BBC), that's a meaningful signal of
credibility, though not a guarantee of accuracy. The goal is not to outsource your
judgment to credentialed sources, but to use the landscape of coverage as evidence
about whether a claim is grounded in verified reporting.

Click Restraint: Not All Claims Deserve Clicks

An important companion skill to lateral reading is what researchers call ‘click
restraint’ — deliberately deciding not to engage with content that is likely to be
misleading, even before you've verified it. Before clicking on an article, you can
often make a reasonable assessment of credibility from the headline, the URL, and
the source name alone. A headline designed to produce outrage, a URL from an
unfamiliar domain that sounds almost like a real news organization's URL, or a source
with a name designed to sound authoritative but that you've never encountered
before are all signals to pause. Click restraint matters because your engagement —
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even skeptical engagement — contributes to a source's traffic and social media
signals, which feed into algorithmic amplification. A page visited by 100,000 people
wondering 'is this true?' generates the same engagement signals as 100,000 people
who found it credible. Platform algorithms do not distinguish between engagement
driven by belief and engagement driven by skepticism. Being thoughtful about which
sources you click and share is a meaningful act in the information ecosystem, not
just a personal protection measure.

Evaluating Evidence — Not Just Sources

Lateral reading addresses the question of source credibility, but a separate and
equally important skill is evaluating the quality of evidence within a claim.
Researchers distinguish between the types of evidence used to support claims:
eyewitness accounts and anecdotes are at the low end of the evidentiary scale —
compelling and human, but easily fabricated or selectively chosen. Survey data,
studies, and expert analysis are stronger, but quality varies enormously. Peer-
reviewed research, meta-analyses (studies of multiple studies), and consensus
statements from established scientific or professional bodies represent the
strongest evidence for empirical claims. For non-specialist readers, evaluating
evidence quality is genuinely difficult. Some practical guidelines help: be suspicious
of a single dramatic study, especially when it contradicts the broad consensus of a
field; look for whether the claim has been replicated in other research; check
whether the research was published in a peer-reviewed journal (Google Scholar
searches can confirm this in seconds); and notice whether the organization or person
making the claim has a financial or political stake in the conclusion. Conflicts of
interest don't automatically invalidate evidence, but they warrant extra scrutiny.

When Lateral Reading Has Limits

Lateral reading is highly effective for evaluating sources in well-covered information
environments — major political events, health claims, well-known organizations. It is
less effective for evaluating highly specialized technical claims, obscure local events
that haven't attracted coverage, and very recent events that haven't yet been
analyzed by credible organizations. In these cases, the appropriate response is not
to abandon verification — it's to acknowledge uncertainty rather than proceeding on
the basis of unverified information. The hardest cases are those where even
credible sources disagree. In genuine empirical or policy disputes where evidence is
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contested, lateral reading will surface the disagreement rather than resolve it. This
outcome — discovering that credible people genuinely disagree — is itself valuable
information. It tells you the claim is not settled, that the evidence is contested, and
that strong confidence in either direction is premature. Comfort with uncertainty is
part of information literacy; the goal of verification is not always to arrive at a
definitive answer, but sometimes to understand accurately where the current state
of knowledge stands. The habit of lateral reading must also be paired with an honest
acknowledgment of its limits in low-information environments. For topics that are
genuinely obscure, very recent, or highly specialized, the independent verification
landscape may be thin — few sources, limited fact-checking coverage, no established
academic consensus. In these situations, lateral reading surfaces the thinness of the
information environment rather than resolving it, which is itself a useful signal.
Recognizing when you cannot verify something is as important as knowing how to
verify it when sources are available.

Key Information: Lateral Reading

Concept Explanation

Lateral reading

Checking what other credible sources say about a

source, not just reading the source itself

Vertical reading Reading deeper into a single source's own content to
evaluate it

Stanford study
finding

Fact-checkers outperformed historians and students by
using lateral reading

Click restraint Deliberately not clicking on likely-misleading content to
avoid boosting its engagement signals

Internal signals

Source quality indicators within the source itself —
easily fabricated online

External verification Using independent third-party sources to evaluate
credibility — harder to fabricate

Evidence hierarchy Anecdotes < surveys < peer-reviewed studies < meta-

analyses < consensus statements
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Concept Explanaﬁon

Conflict of interest Financial or political stake in a conclusion that warrants
extra scrutiny

Case Study: The NutriHealth Institute Article

Carlos was trying to decide whether to buy a supplement that his favorite
fitness influencer was promoting. The influencer linked to an article on a
site called 'NutriHealth Institute' that contained detailed citations, had a
professional layout, listed an advisory board of medical professionals, and
cited two clinical studies. Carlos used lateral reading: he searched
‘NutriHealth Institute' in a new tab. The search returned no news
coverage, no mention on any academic database, no entry on Snopes or
NewsGuard, and a Wikipedia article marked for deletion due to lack of
verifiable information. The two clinical studies cited in the article returned
no results in Google Scholar. The advisory board members were named but
searching their names returned no academic profiles, hospital affiliations, or
publications. Within three minutes of lateral reading, Carlos had more
information than he would have gotten from thirty minutes of reading the
site's own content.

1. What specific lateral reading steps did Carlos take, and what did each step reveal
about the NutriHealth Institute's credibility?

2. The NutriHealth Institute article had many internal signals of credibility —
citations, professional layout, advisory board. Why did these internal signals fail to
accurately indicate the site's credibility?
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Multiple Choice

1. According to the Stanford study, what did professional fact-checkers do
differently from historians and students when evaluating online sources?
a) They relied primarily on a site's visual design to determine its
credibility
b) They submitted every source to automated fact-checking software
before reading a word of it

c) They immediately opened new tabs to check what other sources said
about the site or claim

d) They read sources more slowly and carefully, paying attention to
every detail

2. Why does ‘click restraint' matter for the broader information ecosystem,
beyond protecting the individual reader?

a) Engagement from skeptical readers generates the same algorithmic
amplification signals as engagement from believers

b) Platform algorithms automatically penalise any source that receives
too many clicks from readers who are new to them

c) Clicking suspicious links can install malware that steals personal
information

d) Click restraint reduces the financial profits of misinformation sites
directly

3. When lateral reading reveals that credible sources genuinely disagree on a
topic, what is the appropriate conclusion?

a) The source first encountered on the topic is probably the most
accurate
b) The topic should be avoided entirely since it cannot be verified

c¢) The majority view should always be trusted as the single most
credible position

d) The claim is unsettled and strong confidence in either direction is
premature
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Matching

Write the letter of the correct definition on the line next to each term.

Term Definition

1. ___ Lateral reading

A) Reading deeper into a single source's own

content to evaluate its credibility

____Click restraint B) A financial or political stake in a conclusion that
warrants extra scrutiny of claims

____Meta-analysis C) Deliberately not engaging with likely-misleading

content to avoid boosting signals

____Conflict of interest || D) Evaluating a source by checking what
independent third parties say about it

____Vertical reading E) A research study that analyzes and synthesizes

results from multiple prior studies

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. Stanford researchers found that professional fact-checkers outperformed
historians and students at identifying misinformation because fact-checkers used
reading.

2. Internal signals of source credibility — professional layout, citations, author
names — are often unreliable online because they are relatively easy to

3. Click restraint matters because even skeptical engagement with a suspicious
source contributes to its signals, which platforms use to

decide what content to amplify.
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Short Answer
Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.
1. Explain why lateral reading was found to be more effective than vertical reading

for evaluating online sources, using the specific difference between what these two
approaches examine.

2. The reading describes a hierarchy of evidence quality ranging from anecdotes at
the low end to scientific consensus at the high end. Why might a single dramatic
study that contradicts established consensus deserve more skepticism than a study
that confirms it?

3. The reading says that finding genuine disagreement among credible sources is
'itself valuable information." What does it mean to be comfortable with uncertainty
as part of information literacy, and why is this mindset difficult to maintain?
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