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During the few years that I have participated in the world of e-mail, I have received various types of chain letters from my well-meaning friends and acquaintances.  While I confess that I like to receive “you have just been hugged” letters with adorable, smile provoking graphics, I detest the request that I must return the letter as well as pass it on if I am to be a true friend.  And, I will never again participate in a letter that is “traveling around the world” where I am asked to type my name and city or state.  I was bombarded by spam.  Worse, my husband was furious. Even my computer-literate pastor was taken in by a plea for money to support a young American family whose mother and father were both killed in Iraq as soldiers.  It was a heart breaking letter complete with pictures.  Yes, it turned out to be a hoax.

Chain letters are easy to spot.  There is always a request at the end connected to a consequence if you don’t comply.  Hoaxes are tricky but usually have some part of the subject matter in caps or they sound so technical that I tend to ask for advice.  And, hoaxes tend to be forwarded messages.  The problem is that the message is so believable either because it is well written or it is signed with a name, a title, a recognizable company, and the like.  Urban legends, however, play on your heartstrings or your emotional well-being.  There is some basis of factuality.  The organized arguments or pleas mislead you from intellectual logic to passionate empathy.  Who doesn’t want the latest tip on health issues and breaking news?

Therein lies the clue.  Have you heard this new information from a news media?  If not, you need to verify the information before you decide to pass it any further.  There are lots of good hoax sites.  I find Snopes.com (http://snopes.com/) easy to use.  One of the sites visited for this assignment, Hoaxbusters.org, (http://hoaxbusters.ciac.org/HBOtherHoaxPages.html) had a good FAQ section with links to other hoax sites.  One more piece of advice from experience: if you suspect an e-mail message body with unopened images or attachments, don’t open them!  Delete. Inform. Move on.
