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Distinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in
the News

The politically aware, digitally savvy and those more trusting of the
news media fare better; Republicans and Democrats both influenced
by political appeal of statements

I n
complex information
environment, news
consumers must make rapid-
fire judgments about how to
internalize news-related
statementsi statements that
often come in snippets and
through pathways that
provide little cont ext. A new
Pew Research Centesurvey
of 5,035 U.S. adultsexamines
a basic step in that process:
whether members of the
public can recognize news as
factualT somet hi ng
capable of beingproved or
disproved by objective
evidencei or as an opinion
that reflects the beliefs and
values of whoever expressed
it.

The findings from the survey,
conducted between Feb. 22
and March 8, 2018, reveal
that even this basic task
presents a challenge The
main portion of the study,
whi ch

t o d appogdand a st

measur ed

Political awareness, digital savviness and trust in the
media all play large roles in the ability to distinguish
between factual and opinion news statements

% of U.S. adults who correctly classified é

All 5 factual All 5 opinion
statements statements
All adults
POLITICAL High political awareness
AWARENESS
Low 17
DIGITAL Very digitally savvy
SAVVINESS
Not savvy
NEWS A lot of trust in news media
T ~
t RSt 0's Not much/no trust
NEWS Very interested in news
INTEREST Not interested
% of U.S. adults who correctly classified é
Two or
All five Four Three fewer
Factual statements 26% 24 21 28
Opinion statements 24 19 22

Note: Skipping a statement wascounted as not correctly identifying it agactual or as
opinion.

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.

aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

the publicos

abilit y to distinguish between five factual statements and five opinion statements, found that a
majority of Americans correctly identified at least three of the five statements in each set But this
result is only a little better than random guesses Far fewer Americans got all five correct, and
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roughly a quarter got most or all wrong. Even more revealing is that certain Americans do far
better at parsing through this content than others. Those with high political awareness, those who
are very digitally savvy and those who place high levels of trust in the news media are better able
than others to accurately identify news-related statements as factual or opinion.

For example, 36% of Americans with high levels of political awareness (hose who are
knowledgeable about politics and regularly get political news) correctly identified all five factual
news statements compared with about half as many (17%) of those with low political awareness.
Similarly, 44% of the very digitally savvy (those who are highly confident i n using digital devices
and regularly use the internet) identified all five opinion statements correctly versus 21% of those
who are not as technologically savvy. And though political awareness and digital savviness are
related to education in predictable ways, these relationships persist even when accounting foran
i ndi v iedugaidn el

Trust in those who do the reporting also matters in how that statement is interpreted. Almost

four-in-ten Americans who have a lot of trust in the information from national news organizations

(39%) correctly identified all five factual statements, compared with 18% of those who have not

much or no trust. However, one other trait related to news habitsi t he publ i cdés | evel o
newsi does not show much difference.

In addition to political awareness, party identification plays a role in how Americans differentiate
between factual and opinion news statements. Both Republicans and Democrats show a
propensity to be influenced by which side of the aisle a statenent appeals to most. For example,
members of eachpolitical party were more likely to label both factual and opinion statements as
factual when they appealedmore to their political side.

At this point, then, the U.S.is not completely detached from what is factual and what is not. But

with the vast majority of Americans getting at least some news online, gaps across population
groups in the ability to sort news correctly raise caution. Amid the massive array of content that
flows through the digital space hourly, the brief dips into and out of news andthec ountr y o s
heightened political divisiveness, the ability and motivation to quickly sort news correctly is all the
more critical.

The differentiation between factual and opinion statements used in this study i the capacity to be
proved or disproved by objective evidencei is commonly used by others as wel| but may vary
somewhat f r sdare bometimeds flisticssed in debatesi as statements that are true .2
While Amer i cansd® sense oséisimportamt, thisstudy was ot istended ds a |

! For examplefactchecking organizationh ave used this differenti at i dordigpfovelas aswantt e ment 6 s c a
determine whethera claim can be facichecked andschoolshave used this approach to teach students to differentiate facts from opinions.

www.pewesearchorg
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knowledge quiz of news content. Instead, this study was intended toexplore whether the public
sees distinctions between news that isbasedupon objective evidenceand news that is not.

To accomplish this, respondents were shown a series of newsrelated statements in the main
portion of the study:fi ve f actual statements, five opinions an
into either the fact ual or opinion buckets 1 termed hereasfib or der | i n e Besgohdantse me n t
were asked todetermine if eachwas afactual statement (whether accurate or not) or an opinion

statement (whether agreed with or not). For more information on how statements were selected

for the study, see below

www.pewesearchorg
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How the study asked Americans to classify factual versus opinionbased news statements
In the survey respondents read a series of news statements and were askedpat each statement in one of two
categories:

1. A factual statement, regardless of whethert was )
J How the study asked Americans to

classify factual and opinion news
statements

accurate or inaccurate. In othewords, they were to
choose this dassification if they thought that the
statement could be prove or disprovel based on

objective evidence. In this survey, U.S. adults were shown images of

news statements like the one below:
2. An opinion statement, regardless ofwhether

they agreed with the statement or not. lother
words, they were to choose this classification if they

thought thatit was based on the values and beliefs Spending on Social Security, Medicare,
and Medicaid make up the largest

of the journalist or the sourcemaking the e e G (e e ek

statement, and could notdefinitivelybe proved or
disproved based on objective evidence.
L . . They were asked:
In the initial set, five statements were factual, five were
opinion and two were in an ambiguous space between You will now be shown a series ofstatements

factual and opiniondr e f erred to her e N4Lavglgey fagegirqringug glories.
Regardless of how knowledgeable you are
about the topic, would you consider this

statement to be a ...

statements. (All of the factual statements were
accurate.) The statements were written and classfil in
consultation with expertsboth inside and outsidePew

ResearchCenter.The goal was to include an equal O

number of statements that would more likely appeal to ' 4

the political right or to the political left, with an overall a FACTUAL OR

balance across statements. Abf the statements related statement

to policy issues and current events. The individual (whether you think it is (whether you agree
accurate or not) with it or not)

statements are listed in an expandable box at the end of

hi ion, and th mpl meth | includin . .
this section, and the co i e odo ogy, Inc ud 9 oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the
further information on statement selection, Newsd

classification, and pditical appeal, can be foundhere. PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Republicans and Democrats are more likely to think news statements are
factual when they appeal to their side - even if they are opinions

I'tds i mportant to expl ore wh ahowAmericans detiphertactualal i den
news statements from opinion news statements To analyze this, the study aimed to include an
equal number of statements that played to the sensitivities of each side,maintaining an overall

Republicans and Democrats more likelyto see factual and opinion news
statements as factual when they favor their side

% who classified each factual statement as factual

RERDEM
_ . _ _ Democrat Republican DIFF
Spending on SociaBecurity, Medicare,
and Medicaid make up the largest +9
portion of the U.S. federal budget 54% 63%
ISISlost a significant portion of its P,y +6
territory in Iraq and Syria in 2017
66 72
Health care costs per person in the
U.S. are the highest in the developed e o -7
world 73 80
Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally
have some rights under the ] ° -22
Constitution 43 65
President Barack Obama was born in ° Py 26
the United States 63 89
% who classified each opinion statement as factual
Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally
are a very big problem for the country ] ] +31
today 19 50
Government is almost always wasteful Pa—Y +9
and inefficient
24 33
Demoaocracy is the greatest form of
{_J 2
government 3335
Abortion should be legal in most cases o o -13
12 25
Increasing the federal minimum wage
to $15 an hour is essential for the { ° -20
health of the U.S. economy 17 37
Not e: I ndependents not shown. Republicans and Democr atreates foronr

of government . o
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the Nedvs

PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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ideological balance across statements?

Overall, Republicans and Democrats were more likely to classifyboth factual and opinion
statements as factual when they appealedmost to their side. Consider, for example, the factual

st at e Rresidént Barack Obama was born in the United State®i one that may be perceived
asmore congenial to the political left and less so to thepolitical right. Nearly nine-in-ten
Democrats (89%) correctly identified it as a factual statement, compared with 63% of Republicans.
On the other hand, almost four-in-ten Democrats (37%) incorrectly classified the left-appealing
opinion statement fl mmumeaysto$LHanhdurds efsendakfor thé heatth
of the U. Sasfactual,compared with about half as manyRepublicans (17%).3

2 A statement was considered to appedb the left or the right based on whether it lent support to political views held by more on one side of

the ideological spectrum than the other. Various sources were used to determine the appeal of each statement, including s¢ovies,
statements by eleted officials, and recent polling.

3 Thefindings in this study do not necessarily imply that one party is better able to correctly classify news statements as factuapinion
based. Even though there are some differences between the parties(for instance, 78% of Democrats compared with 68% of Republicans

who correctly classifed at least three of five factual statementy the more meaningful finding is the tendency among both to be influenced by

the possible political appeal of statements.

www.pewesearchorg
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News brand labels in this study had a modest impact on separating factual
statements from opinion

In a separate part of the
study, respondents were
shown eight different
statements. But this time,
most saw statements
attributed to one of three

Republicans modestly more likely to correctly identify
factual statements when attributed to Fox News

% of the time Republicans and Democrats correctly classified a factual
statement as factual when it was attributed to each outlet

specific news outlets: one REDPI[F)E'\’
with a left-leaning audience Democrat  Republican

(The New York Times), one Fox News Channel +8
with a right-leaning audience 6%% 77%

(Fox News Channel) and one

with a more mixed audience No outlet e +1
(USA Today).4 7374

Overall, attributing the The New York Times 74374 *

statements to news outlets
had a limited impact on
statement classification, USA Today 8 *

74 74
except for onecase Note: Skipping a statement was courd as not correctly identifying it as factual or as
Repub"cans were modesﬂy opinion. Independents not shown.
. Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2@larch 4, 2018.
morellkelythanDemocrats 0Di stinguishing Between Factual and Opi
to accurately classifythe PEW RESEARCH CENTER

three factual statements in
this second setwhen they
were attributed to Fox News T and correspondingly, Democrats were modestly less likely than
Republicans to do so. Republicans correctly classified them 77% of the time when attributed to Fox
News, 8 percentagepoints higher than Democrats, who did so 69% of the time.> Members of the
two parties were as likely as each otherto correctly classify the factual statements when no source
was attributed or when USA Todayor The New York Timeswas attributed. Labeling statements
with anews outlet had no impact on how Republicans or Democrats classified the opinion
statements. And, overall, the same general findings about differences based on political awareness,
digital savviness and trust also held true for this second set of statements.

4Theclass f i cati on of these three outletsd audiences is basediyon previ ous
audiences for a recent study about coverage of the Trump administration. For more detaitlmnclassification of the three new outlets, as

well as the selection and analysis of this second set of statements, see thiethodology At the end of the survey, respondents who saw news

statements attribue d t o t he n e ws Peaserote that therstatersents that ydu weré shown in this survey were part of an

experiment and did not actually appear in news articles of the news organizatians.

5 This analysis grouped together all of the times th®,035 respondents saw a statement attributed to each of the outlets or no outlet at all.

The results, then, arggivenas the dpercent of the timedthat respondents classified statements given way when attributed t@ach outlet.

For mor e de pexcentdtheotme dvhrae a osMethsdelegy t h e

www.pewesearchorg
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When Americans call a statement factual they overwhelmingly also think
it is accurate; they tend to disagree with factual statements they
incorrectly label as opinions

The study probed one step further for the initial set of 12 statements. If respondents identified a
statement asfactual, they were then asked if they thought it was accurate or inaccurate If they
identified a statement to bean opinion, they were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with it.

When Americans seea news statement as factual, they overwhelmingly also believe it to be
accurate. This is true for both statements they correctly and incorrectly identified as factual ,
though small portions of the public did call statements both factual and inaccurate .

When Americans incorrectly classified factual statements as opinions, they most often disagreed
with the statement. When correctly classifying opinions as such, however, Americans expressed
more of a mix of agreeing and disagreeing with the statement

About the study

Statement selection

ThisisPew Re s e ar dirbtstépenrunderstainding how people parse through information
as factual or opinion. Creating the mix of statements was a multistep and rigorous processthat
incorporated a wide variety of viewpoints . First, researcherssifted through a number of different
sources to create an intial pool of statements. The factual statements were drawn from sources
including news organizations, government agencies research organizations and factchecking
entities, and were verified by the research teamasaccurate. The opinion statements were adapted
largely from public opinion survey questions. A final list of statements was created in consultation
with Pew Research Centesubject matter experts and an external board of advisers.

The goak wereto:

1. Pull together statements that range across a variety ofpolicy areasand current events
2. Strive for statements that were clearly factual and clearly opinion in nature (as well as

somethat combined both factual and opinion elements, referredtoher e as ®Mmbhor der | i
3. Include an equal number of statements that appealed to the right and left, maintaining an

overall ideological balance

In the primary set of statements, repondents saw five factual, five opinion and two borderli ne
statements. Factual statements thatlend support to views held by more people onone side of the
ideological spectrum (and fewer of those on the other side) were classified as appealing tothe
narrative of that side. Opinion statements were classified as appealing to one side if in recent

www.pewesearchorg
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surveysthey were supported more by onepolitical party than the other . Two of the statements
(one factual and one opinion) were i n e udamdé@ntended to appeal equally to the left and right .

How Pew Research Centerasked respondents to categorize newsstatements as factual or
opinion

As noted previously, respondents were first asked to classify each news statement as a factual
statement or an opinion statement. Extensive testing of the question wording was conducted to
ensure that respondents would not treat this task as asking if they agree with the statementor as a
knowledge quiz. This is why, for instance, the question does not merely ask whether the statement
is a factual or an opinion statement and instead inclu des explanatory languageas follows:
fiRegardless of how knowledgeable you are about the topic, would you consider this statement to
be a factual statement (whether you think it is accurate or not) OR an opinion statement (whether
you agree withitornot)?0 For mo r ethedestihgeof differentoguestion wordings, see
Appendix A.

After classifying each statement as factual or opinion, r espondents werethen askedone of two
follow -up questions. If they classified a statement as factual, they were then asked if they thought
the statement was accurate or inaccurate. If they classified it as an opinion, they were aked if they
agreed or disagreed with the statement.

www.pewesearchorg
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The factual, opinion and borderline statements
Below are the 12 news statements that respondents were asked to categorize:

Factual statements

A

Health care costs per person in the U.Srathe highest in the developed world
President Barack Obama was born in the United States

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally have some rights under the Constitution
ISIS lost a significant portion of its territory in Iraq and Syria in 2017

Spendingon Social Security, Medicareand Medicaid make up the largest portion of the U.S. federal
budget

Opinion statements

A
A
A
A

A

Democracy is the greatest form of government

Increasing the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour is essential for the health of the U.S. momy
Abortion should be legal in most cases

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally are a very big problem for the country today

Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient

Borderline statements

A

A

Applying additional scrutiny to Muslim Americans widl not reduce terrorism in the U.S.

Voter fraud across the U.S. has undermined the results of our elections

www.pewesearchorg
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1. Overall, Americans identified more statements correctly
than incorrectly, but sizable portions got most wrong

Americans are more likely than not to correctly distinguish factual statements from opini ons,
suggesting they have someproficiency in understanding the type of news content they see. But

there is still a fair amount of
misinterpretation .6

In this new study, a little over 5,000 U.S.
adults were shown a mix of five factual and five

opinion statements across a range of policy and

current event topic areas. For each, they were
asked to identify the statement aseither factual
T onethat could be proved or disproved based
on objective factual evidencei or as an
opinion.

About a quarter of Americans (26%) correctly
identified all five of the factual statements,
while roughly the same percentage (28%) got
no more than two correct. The largest portion
(46%) answered three or four correctly.
Overall, about three-quarters of Americans
(72%) got more correct than incorrect i
classifying at least three asfactual.

A somewhat greater portion of Americans
(35%) correctly identified all five of the opinion
statements than did so with the factual
statements. The largest portion again (43%)
answered three or four correctly, while about
two-in-ten (22%) misinterpreted most of the
opinion statements as factual, classfying two
or fewer as opinion. And, just like the factual
statements, most Americans got more opinion
statements correct than incorrect : About eight-

Few classified all factual and opinion
statements correctly, though a majority
got more correct than incorrect

% of U.S. adults who correctly classified factual
statements _as factual

Two or All five
fewer 26%
28%

::‘:72% of Americans
7 got more correct
than incorrect

% of U.S. adultswho correctly classified opinion
statements _as opinions

Two or
fewer

22%

Three or four _.:':78% of Americans
43% £ got more correct
’ than incorrect

Note: Skipping a statement wasounted as not correctly
identifyingit as factual or as opinion.

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the
News)

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

6 Researchabout the role of facts and opinions irthe news has identified an increased blurring between the two, as well as increased

opinionbased news coverage in recent years.

www.pewesearchorg
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in-ten (78%) correctly classified at least threeof the five asopinions.

Some statements were correctly identified more often than others

Overall, Americans were reasonably adept at identifying each of the fve factual and five opinion
statements. For each statement, a majority correctly identified it as either factual or opinion.

However, Americans tended to better identify some statements than others Among the factual
statements, about three-quarters of Americans (77%)c or r e ct | y PrestlennBaracki ed A
Obama was born in the United Statesd  aabailit the same portion (76%) correctly classified

fiHealth care costs per person in the U.S. are the highest in the developed worldas factual. The

two factual statements that the public had the most difficulty with were fiSpending on Social

Security, Medicare, and Medicaid make up the largest portion of the U.S. federal budgetand
fimmigrants who are in the U.S. illegally have some rights under the Constitution ,0correctly

labeled by just over half of respondents (57% and54%, respectively).

Among the opinion statements, eight-in-ten Americansc or r e c t | y Abortiom shouldfbe e d
legal in most casesdand around sevenin-ten correctly classified the other four opinion
statements.

Some news statements are more likely than others to be correctly identified as
factual or opinion

% of U.S. adults who classified each statement as factual or opinion

Factual Opinion

Factual statements % %
President Barack Obara was born in the United States 77 22
Health care costs per person in the U.S. are the highest in the developeor!d 76 23
ISIS lost a significant portion of its territory in Iragq and Syria in 2017 68 30
Spending on Social Security, Medicarand Medicaid make up the largest portion of the U.S. federal
budget 57 41
Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally have some rights under the Constitution 54 44

Opinion statements

Abortion should be legal in most cases 18 80
Increasing he federal minimum wage to $15 an hour is essential for the health of the U.S. economy 26 73
Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient 28 71
Democracy is the greatest form of government 29 69
Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegalre a very big problem for the country today 31 68

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News

PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Most Americans classify statements that are not clearly factual or opinion

as opinion

Not all news statements are unambiguously based in factual
evidence or in a
somewhere in between the two. Statements that are in this

murk y space between faatial statements and opinionsi termed
here as
Americans as opinions.

In addition to the factual and opinion statements, respondents
were asked to categorize two of these borderline statements.
About half of Americans (52%) said both were opinions,
compared with just 11% who said both were factial statements.
About a third (35%) said one was factual and the other was
opinion.

Looking at the individual statements, about three -quarters of
Americans (74%) s a i Agplyiing addit ional scrutiny to Muslim
Americans would not reduce terrorism in the U.S. dwas an
opinion, as did about two-thirds (66%) for fiVoter fraud across
the U.S. has undermined the results of our elections.0

j our n adtherdal 6 s

ibor dei bhré moe dfters tteadd byme n t

Statements not clearly

factual or QRIIANS8ENp e | i e f s |

more as opinion

% of U.S. adults who classified two
gorderline statements asé

Both
opinion
52%

Onefactual
and one
opinion

35%

|— No answer2%

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2dlarch
4, 2018.

oDistinguishing Between Factual and
Opinion Statements irthe News

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

While these two statements can be based in objective eidence (the factual element of the
statement), the vague languagei and in one case a predictioni makes these statements difficult
to prove definitively (the opinion element of the statement). Thus, both of these were determined

to be in this murky space betweenfactual and opinion statements.

The statement AApplying additional scrutiny to Mus
the U.S. 0 is predictive, and while evidence can be
definitely prove d or disproved because the resultsof such a policy in the U.S. arenot yet known.

For the second statement, AfVoter fraud across the
el ections, 0 whil e t harouadthesopiaof wterrfraud, thg vaguéness ofthed e n ¢ e
language ofundermining election results makes it difficult to definitively show the relationship

one way or the other.

www.pewesearchorg
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2. The ability to classify statements as factual or opinion
varies widely based on political awareness, digital savviness
and trust in news media

Overall, some groups of Americans are far better at parsing through news content than others
suggesting gaps in the publicbds competence. Mo s t
and the digital world bleeds into how they understand statements in the news. Those with high

political awareness (those who are both knowledgeable about politics and regularly get political

news) and high digital savviness those who say they are highly capable of using digital devices

and regularly use the internet) are much more likely to know the difference between factual and

opinion news statements. Likewise, Americans with a lot of trust in national news organizations

have an easier time separating factial from opinion statements than those with less trust. How

closely one follows the news, on the other hand, provides only a modest edge irtlassifying factual
statements, but not opinions.

Even though these characteristics relate in predictable ways to education, these relatiorships hold
true even when accounting for level of education.” Further, there is relatively modest overlap
among the groups, meaning that each of these groups is distinct® For example, just 32% of those
with high political awareness also have a lot of trug in national news organizations. The group
that shows the largest overlap with the other groups is those who arevery digital ly savvy, since
they account for a large portion of the population generally (48%), but even here the overlapwith
the other groups never reaches more than 58%.

Political awareness

Termanlogy % of U.S. adults with é
A Political awareness s the measure of knowledge of and %
interest in politics and government and is based on the High political awareness 34

combined responses in two separate areas: Moderate political awarenes: 38
Low political awareness 28

1 Correctly answering three political knowledge Source: Survey conducted Feb. Barch

guestions (e.g., WWho is Mike Pence® seetopline 4, 2018.
. oDistinguishing Between Factual and
for all |tems) Opinion Statements in the New®

2. Including government and politics among the PEW RESEARCH CENTER
topics one regularly gets news about

7 Level of education has a strong relationship of its own with how well Americans classify factual and opinion statementseBan though
political awareness and digital savviness are related to education, education does not fully account for the relationship/éen these two
factors and correctly identifying factual from opinions statements. Statistical analyses show that politeaareness and digital savviness
have an influence beyond that of education. In other words, among those at all levels of education, level of political avesehas an
influence on their ability to correctly classify statements.

8 See Appendix B for theverlap between each group.

www.pewesearchorg
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Those with high political awareness both answer all three
knowledge questions correctly and regularly get news about
government and politics; for those with moderate political
awareness, only one of these two is the caseand for those
with low political awareness , neither is the case.

Digital savviness is the measure of use of and familiarity
with digital technology and is based on responses to two
separate indicators:
1 Reporting using the internet at least multiple
times a day
2Being very
electronic devices

confi deset i

Those who arevery savvy both usethe internet multiple
times a day and are very confident in their ability to use
digital devices; for those who aresomewhat savvy, only one
of these is the case; and for those who arenot savvy, neither
is the case.

Trustin news media  is ameasure based on the response
t o a si nglHowmueheiBat all,doyou triist the
informationyougetfromnati onal news
Respondents were
those who same8 weaed #Hihose
finot too muchoor finone at all.o

who

News interest is ameasure of interest in news more
broadly and is based on the combined responses to two
indicators:
1 Followingthe news A mo st
or not something
t h a mly iihen something important is
happeningo)
2. Responding that getting the news isone of the
three activities, among a list of six, done most
frequently during oneos

of

www.pewesearchorg

n oneods

or g
di vi dedalotont opwizddeARfcenYER O

Digital savviness

% of U.S. adults who are é

%

Very digitally savvy 48
Somewhat digitally savvy 34
Not digitally savvy 17

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2dlarch
4, 2018.

oDistinguishing Between Factual and
Opinion Statementsin the New®

PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Trust in news media

% of U.S. adults who have __in the
information from national news
organizations

%

A lot of trust 21
Some trust 49
Not too much/none at all 29

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2March
4,2018.

. iﬁinpui hi&g ?etlwe n ﬁagu?,aad

pinion Stateéments inthe News

answered ei

_ th Q/ery%ntier_éae%’ . i
i mp ohert asPfewhakinterestc® PP €441 Ngo

answered
ther

News interest

% of U.S. adults who are __in news
%
whether

Not interested 32
Source: Surveyonducted Feb. 22March
4,2018.
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Those who arevery interested both follow the news most of the time and list getting the news
asone of their most frequent leisure activit ies; for those who are somewhat interested, only
one of these two is the case; and for those who ar@ot interested, neither is the case.

Those with high political awareness are far better able to identify factual
and opinion statements

Those with high political awareness show far greater ability to correctly identify both factual and
opinion statements. About a third (36%) cor rectly identified all five factual statements as factual,
compared with 17% of those with low political awareness. Those withmoderate awareness fell in
between the two at 24%.

Wh at 6 s jushondee half of those with low political awareness (45%) accurately classified two
or fewer of the factual statements, misclassifying more than half of them. This was true of just 16%
of those with high awareness.

A similar pattern emerges for correctly identifying all five of the opinion statements , which 44% of
those with high political awareness, 29% of those with low awareness and 32% of those in between
could do. The most politically aware were also more likely to see both borderline statements as
opinions than those with moderate or low awareness which is in line with people overall
considering these statements to be opinions.

Those with high political awareness more likely to correctly identify factual and
opinion news statements

% at each level of political awareness who correctly classifiede ach number of é

Factual statements Opinion statements % of U.S. adult:
in each group
Two or Two or
All five Threeor four fewer All five Three or four fewer

Note: Skipping a statement was counted as not correctly identifying it as factual or as opinion.
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2@arch 4, 2018.
oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News

PEW RESBERCH CENTER
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While some groups did fare better than others, overall, there was no group where a majority
classified all five factual or opinion statements correctly.

In this study, political awaren ess measures how politically knowledgeable someone is and how
often he or she gets news about government and politics. Those with high political awareness are
both highly knowledgeable (accurately answering three political knowledge items) and report
regularly getting political news. About a third of Americans (34%) have high political awareness,
about four-in-ten (38%) have moderate awareness an28% havelow awareness.

Digitally savvy Americans fare far better at classifying factual and opinion
statements

The very digitally savvy are also notably better at classifying statements as factual or opinion, with
the divide between the very digitally savvy and thosewho are not savvy standing out as
particularly stark. Roughly three times as many very digitally s avvy (35%) as not savvy Americans
(13%) classified all five factual statements correctly, with the somewhat savvy falling in between
(20%). And about twice as many classified all five opinion statements correctly (44% of the very
digitally savvy versus 21%of the not digitally savvy).

Like those with low political awareness, just under half of the not digitally savvy (45%) correctly
classified two or fewer factual statements, erroneously identifying most as opinions. They were
slightly more successful at the opinion statements, with around a third (34%) classifying two or
fewer correctly.

Digitally savvy Americans much more likely to correctly identify factual and opinion
statements

% at each level of digital savviness who correctly classified each number of &

Factual statements Opinion statements % of U.S. adults
in each group
Two or Two or

All five Three or four fewer All five Three or four fewer

Somewhat

Note: Skipping a statement was counted as not correctly identifying it as factual or as opinion.
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News

PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Similar to those high in political awareness, those who are very digitally savvy were more likely to
categorize both borderline statements as opinionsthan those who are less savvy

Digital savviness is based on Amer i cemmusngdidital equency
devices About half (48%) are very digitally savvy (those who use the internet at least multiple

times a day and are very confident in using digital devices), while 17% are not savvy those who

use the internet once a day or less and are notvery confident in using digital devices). About a

third ( 34%) fall in between the two and are categorized as somewhat digitally savvy.

Those with greater trust in the news media are more likely to correctly
classify factual and opinion statements

Previous Pew Research Center findingsthatA mer i cans o6 at t i t aesmenglabout t he
related to their news habits are reinforced in this study: Those more trusting of national news
organizations are better at accurately categorizing factual and opinion statements.

About four -in-ten of those who have a lot of trust in the information from national news
organizations (39%) categorized all five factual statements correctly, about twice the rate of those
who have not much or no trust (18%) and also more than those with some trust (25%). Very
similar gaps emerge for the opinion statements, declining from 43% among those with a lot of
trust down to 30% among those with the least amount of trust. No differences surfaced for the
borderline statements.

Likewise, looking at other news attitudes also measured in this survey, such as skepticism toward
news and connection to news outlets found that those who are less skeptical toward the news
media were more likely to correctly classify both factual and opinion news statements.

Those with a lot of trust in national news organizations more likely to correctly
identify factual and opinion news statements

% at each level oftrust in the information from national news organizations who correctly classified
each number of &

Factual statements Opinion statements % of U.S. adult:

in each grou
Two or Two or group

All five Three orfour fewer All five Three or four fewer

A lot 39% A5 16% 19% 21%
some [ 25 BT 21 40
Not much

Note: Skipping a statement was counted as not correctly identifying it as factual or as opinion.

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News
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Respondentswho feel a closer connection to their news outlets were more likely to correctly
classify the factual statements.

Overall, about one-in-five U.S. adults (21%)has a lot of trust in the information they get from
national news organizations, about half (49%) have some trust and 29% have nottoo much trust
or none at all. And while Democrats are more likely than Republicans to trust the news media a lot
(35% vs. 12%, respectively), the findings hold true even when accounting for party differences.

The role of education

While those with high political awareness, digital savviness and trust in national news
organizations are overall more educated, the findings persist even when accounting for level of
education.

As is often seen with survey measures of proficien
difference. Indeed, those with more education are more likely to classify factual and opinion

statements correctly, with a magnitude of difference similar to that for political awareness and

digital savviness. And given the differences between the very digitally savvy and those less so, it is

not surprising that age matters as well, with those ages18to 49 being better at classifying

statements than those ages50 and older.® For a full breakdown, seeAppendix B.

9 While digital savviness is associated with age, the relationship between digital savviness and correct classification psmign when
accounting for age.
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Greater interest in news connects modestly to correct classifications of
factual statements; no difference for opinions

In contrast to attitudes about the news, having greater interest in the news is not as closely related
to deciphering factual from opinion statements.

Respondentswho are the most interested in newswere somewhat more likely to correctly identify
the factual statements. About a third of the very interested (32%) correctly identified all five
factual statements, compared with roughly a quarter of both the least interested (24%) and the
somewhat interested (25%). These differences between the high and low groups are notably
smaller than for political awareness, digital savviness or trust. And when it comes to opinion
statements, there is no clear pattern.

Other measures of news interest asked about in the survey were also only weakly predictive of
success in clasifying statements. For instance, those who are highly engaged with the news by
doing such things as writing letters to the editor, sharing news on social media or performing
other actions with the news were more likely than those less engaged to correctlyidentify the
factual statements. This was also true when comparing those who tend to put more consideration
into their news (those saying they like to gather additional information about stories they see,
debate the news with others and think about the news).

Americans with high news interest somewhat more likely to correctly identify
factual statements, but no more likely to do so for opinions

% at each level of news interestwho correctly classifitde ach number of &

Factual statements Opinion statements % of U.S. adult:
in each group
Two or Two or
All five Three or four  fewer All five Three or four fewer

Somewhat
interested —
Not interested 33 9 32

Note: Skipping a statement was counted as not correctly identifying it as factual oragsnion.
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News
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For this study, news interest is based on whether people follow news closely andget news in their

free time. Nearly a quarter of Americans (23%) fall into the very interested group, which means

they follow news most of the time and say news is one 6the top three activities in their free time.

About a third (32%) are not interested in news i they follow the news only when something

important is happening and do not frequently get news in their free time. The greatest portion

(44%) dooneortheother but not both and are thus deemed fAson

www.pewesearchorg
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3. Republicans and Democrats more likely to classify anews
statement as factual if it favors their side o whether itis

factual or opinion

In addition to past research that has shown
stark differences between Republicarséand
Democratsoéirust of specific news outlets, the
findings in this study go one step further,
showing that those who identify with the two
parties often differ in how they classify specific
news content asfactual or opinion .

Overall, majorities of both Republicans and
Democrats correctly classified nearly all

factual and opinion statements asked about
But Democrats were more likely to correctly
classify a factual statement and toincorrectly
classify an opinion as factual when it was more
amenable to the lefti and the sameheld for
Republicans when the appeal was to the right.
Some of these differences are quite large, with
five of the 10in the double digits.

As noted earlier, the goal was to include an
equal number of statements in the study that
would appeal to the sentiments of the left as of
the right, maintaining an overall ideological
balance. Even though most factual and
opinion statements appealed more to either
the left or the right , majorities of Republicans
and Democrats correctly identified nearly all
of them. There were only two instancesacross
the factual and opinion statements in which
no more than 50% of either party correctly
classified them.

However, how large of a majority this was for
each party often differed, sometimes
substantially. Democrats were much more
likely to correctly ide ntify the two factual

Republicans and Democrats more likely
to correctly identify factual news
statements when they favor their side

% who classified each factual statement asé

m Factual = Opinion

Spending on SocialSecurity, Medicare, and Medicaid
make up the largest portion of the U.S. federal budget

Republicans 36%
Independents 38
Democrats 45

ISIS lost a significant portion of its territory in Irag and
Syria in 2017

Republicans 27
Independents 26

Democrats | NN 33

Health care costs per person in the U.S. are the
highest in the developed world

Republicans 27
Independents 23

Democrats | TR 1o

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally have some
rights under the Constitution

Republicans 56

Independents 44
Democrats 34

President Barack Obama was born in the United
States

Republicans 36
Independents [N 20
Democrats | TR 10

Note: Percent who did not answer ricchown.
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2@larch 4, 2018.
0Di stinguishing Between
News 06

Factu
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statements that were more favorable to the left. The statementiiPresident Barack Obama was born
in the United Statesowas classified as factual by89% of Democrats, compared with 63% of
Republicans. And immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally have some rights under the
Constitution dwas classified as factual by65% of Democrats versus 43% of Republicans.

Democrats were alsosomewhat more likely than Republicans to correctly identify one additional
statementi one that was intended to appeal to both sides equally fiHealth care costs per person in
the U.S. are the highest in the developed worldo Eight-in-ten Democrats identified the statement
as factual versus 73% of Republicans. This gap, though, was roughly a third as large as for the
statements intended to be more favorable to the left.

To a lesser degree, lte same patternemergedi albeit with the parties reversed i for the factual
statements that appealed more to the right. Republicans (63%) were somewhat more likely than
Democrats (54%)t o c or r e c tSpending ah Sacial iSécyrity,Medicare and Medicaid make
up the largest portion of the U.S. federal budgetd a s fAadc72%i ad Republicans compared
with 66% of Democrats, identified fAISIS lost a significant portion of it s territory in Iraq and Syria

i n 2 &lIactaal

Overall, there was a modestdifference between the two parties in the portion who answered more
correctly than incorrectly 1 but not of the same magnitude as between those with more or less
political aware ness, digital savviness and trust inthe information from national news
organizations. Across these five factual statements 78% of Democrats answered at least three of
the five correctly, compared with 68% of Republicans. However, it should be noted that this
difference may be a function of the statements themselves. The factial statements appealing to
one sidemay have been more divisive orprovocative than those that appealed to the other side. In
other words, these findings should not be taken to imply that one party is better able to classify
factual statements than the other 7 but that the appeal seems to matter at least to a certain degree
to both sides.

www.pewesearchorg
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Members of both political parties are also
more likely to incorrectly label opinion
statements as factual when they are amenable
to their side. Overall, some large divisions i

up to 32 percentage pointsi emerge between
both parties in identifying opinions.

Republicans were less likely than Democrats
to correctly identify the two opinion

statements that appeal more to the right.
Nearly half of Republicans (49%) classified
fimmigrants who are in the U.S. illegally are a
very big problem for the country today 0 as
opinio n versus 81% of Democrats and
fiGovernment is almost always wasteful and
inefficient Owas classified as opinion by67% of
Republicans versus 75% of Democrats.

Likewise, Demaocrats were less likely to
correctly identify the opinion statements
amenable to the left. About six-in-ten
Democrats (62%) classified fincreasing the
federal minimum wage to $15 an hour is
essential to the health of the U.S. economyas
an opinion versus 83% of Republicans, while
fAbortion should be legal in most casedwas
classified as opinion by 74% of Democrats
versus 87% of Republicans. The parties were
on par i n Deroaracgisthey i ng
greatest form of government,dthe statement
intended to appeal equally to both sides, as an
opinion, with 67% of Republicans and 64% of
Democrats doing so.

With the two borderline statements,
Republicans were more likely than Democrats
to classify eachas opinions. About eight-in-ten
Republicans (82%) s ai d Applyeng 0

Republicans and Democrats more likely
to incorrectly classify opinions as
factual when they favar their side

% who classified eachopinion statement asé

m Factual m Opinion

Increasing the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour
is essential to the health of the U.S. economy

Republicans 83%

Independents 79
Democrats 62

Abortion should be legal in most cases

Republicans 87
Independents 83
Democrats 74

Democracy is the greatest form of government

Republicans 67
Independents 77
Democrats 64

Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient

Republicans 67
Independents 73
Democrats 75

= Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally are a very big
problem for the country today

Republicans

49

Independents 69
Democrats 81

Note: Percent who did not answer not shown.

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2?larch 4, 2018.
aDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the
Newsd
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additional scrutiny to Muslim Americans would not reduce terrorismintheU .S0 i s an opi ni ol
compared with two-thirds of Democrats (67%). For t h e s Votet fraud eanoss thg U.S. has
undermined the results of our elections, 0 Republ i cans were 7 pethaoent age

Democrats to say it is an opinion (71% vs. 64%, respectively).

With a few exceptions, independents fell somewhere in between Republicans and Democrats in
their classification of the 12 statements.

www.pewesearchorg
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4. Americans overwhelmingly see statements they think are
factual as accurate, mostly disagree with factual
statements they incorrectly label as opinions

To understand what drives Americans to classify hews as either factual or opinion, respondents
were asked a followup question after each initial response. If they classified a statement as
factual, respondents were askal if they thought it was accurate or inaccurate. An opinion
classification was followed with a question

asking if they agreed or disagreed with the

statement. A follow-up classification of factual and
opinion statements

Overall, Americans overwhelmingly tie the idea  Americans were asked to classify a series ofstatements

of news statements being factual with them also 2 ither factual or opinion

being accurate. This is consistent with how the If they classified a statement as...
t er m f fsanetimesused i modern \

political debate i statements that are true. ! }
Americans are far less likely to see factual a FACTUAL

statements as inaccuratei statements that can ¢~ statement

be disproved based on objectiveevidence. For ‘ ‘
both factual statements that people correctly

classified and opinion statements that they They were asked: They were asked:

incorrectly classified as factual, Americans To the best of your Do you tendto___

were far more likely to have said each was knowledge, do you with the opinion
think the factual statement

accurate than inaccurate. statement is ...

As for opinion statements, correct ﬁ‘—‘ ﬁ‘—‘

classifications are not necessarily associated

with agreement, but instead result in a mix of @ @

agreement and disagreement.However, seeing Accurate Inaccurate

factual statements as Opil’liOﬂS Iargely coincides oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statemenin the

Newsd
with disagreeing with them. PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Statements classified
as factual are almost
always seen as
accurate

On the whole, across the
factual, opinion and
borderline statements, large
majorit ies of those who
classified each as factual said
it was accurate.

All five of the factual
statements were accurate, so it
makes sense thaf overall,

large majorities of those who
classified each as factual
thought it was accurate. For
example, 91% of those who
correctly identified the
statement AHeal
per person in the U.S. are the
highest in the developed
worldd as factual
accurate.

Even when opinion statements
were incorrectly classified as
factual, large majorities again
thought they were accurate,
showing that misclassification
linkstopeopl ebs per
of their accuracy. At least
eight-in-ten of those who
identified each of the five
opinions as factual statements
also said it was accurate. For
example, 92% of those who
incorrectly classified
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Americans overwhelmingly see accuracyin statements

they both correctly and incorrectly deem as factual

% who correctly
classified it as factual

FACTUAL STATEMENTS

President Barack Obama was born

77%
in the United States ’
Health care costs per person in the U.S. 76
are the highest in the developed world
ISIS lost a significant portion of its 68
territory in Iraq and Syria in 2017
Spending on Social Security, Medicare,
and Medicaid make up the largest 57

portion of the U.S. federal budget

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally
have some rights under the Constitution

% who incorrectly
classified it as factual

OPINION STATEMENTS

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally are

0,

ta ery big polerBfor the oty talay 17

Democracy is the greatest form 29

of government

Govarnmegit is dlmpst alygyg s o8

wasteful and inefficient

Increasing the federal minimum wage

to $15 an hour is essential for the 26
Mealth of the US. economy ...
Abortion should be legal in most cases 18

% who classified
it as factual

ED R ERLINE STATAVIENTS

Voter fraud across the U.S. has 32%
undermined the results of our elections

Applying additional scrutiny to

Muslim Americans would not reduce 24

terrorism in the U.S.
Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2@larch 4, 2018.

Of those, % who said
it was ...

Accurate Inaccurate

Of those, % who said
it was ...

Accurate Inaccurate

Of those, % who said
it was ...

Accurate Inaccurate

81%

[EN
%
X

2 17

I

oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News
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fiDemocracy is the greatest form of governrmend as a f actual statement said
Likewise, those who classified each borderlne satement as factual largely sawaccuracyin each.

This does not mean, though, that the public does not ever see a claim in the news as factual and

wrong I something that is stated as a fact, butcan beunambiguously disproved by objective

evidence. Segments of the public i albeit mostly small 1 classified statements as both factual and

i naccur at e. For example, a majority of those who c
Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid make up the largest portion ofthe US. e der a l budget o
a factual statement saw it as accurate (62%), butroughly four-in-ten (37%) thought it was

inaccurate. While the findings do not address how Americans assess inaccurate statementsince

all of the factual statements included in the study were accurate, this study provides some

evidence that Americans can seenews as both factual and inaccurate.

www.pewesearchorg



Americans most often
disagree with factual
statements they
incorrectly think are

Dissent is a driving factor in
why most Americans see
factual statements as
opinions. In the case offour of
the five factual statements,
each was largely disagreed
with when incorrectly
identified as an opinion . For
example, 82% of those who
incorrectly identified
fiSpending on Social Security,
Medicare, and Medicaid make
up the largest portion of the
U.S. federal budged a s
opinion disagreed with it.
There was a split between
agreeing and disagreeing for
only one of the five factual
statements when incorrectly
classified as an opinion.

There was more variation
among correctly classified
opinion statements.
Americans who correctly
classified the opinion
statement
greatest
for instance, were more likely
to agree (70%) than disagree
with it (28%). On the other
hand, those who said
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Americans often disagree with factual statements they

incorrectly label as opinions

% who incorrectly
classified it as opinion

FACTUAL STATEMENTS

Immigrants who are in the U.S. illegally

have some rights under the Constitution

Of those, % who said it was an
opinion with which they ...

Spending on Social Security, Medicare,
and Medicaid make up the largest
portion of the U.S. federal budget

ISIS lost a significant portion of its
territory in Iraq and Syria in 2017

Health care costs per person in the U.S.
are the highest in the developed world

President Barack Obama was born
in the United States

% who correctly
classified it as opinion

OPINION STATEMENTS

Abortion should be legal in most cases

Agree Disagree
27% 72%
17 82
33 64
49 48
25 73

Of those, % who said it was
an opinion with which they ...

Increasing the federal minimum wage
to $15 an hour is essential for the
health of the U.S. economy

Government is almost always
wasteful and inefficient

Democracy is the greatest form
of government

Immigrants who are in the U.S.
illegally are a very big problem for
the country today

% who classified

BORDERLINE STATEMENTS

Applying additional scrutiny to
Muslim Americans would not reduce
terrorism in the U.S.

Voter fraud across the U.S. has

f or m o finde@hifdin@ rEsUits® Sulbitctiond

it as opinion

74%

66

Source: Survey conducted Feb. 2@arch 4, 2018.
oDistinguishing Between Factual and Opinion Statements in the News
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Agree Disagree
49% 49%
37 62
52 46
70 28
30 69

Of those, % who said it was
an opinion with which they ...

A De MO € f @€y i8St @

Agree Disagree
51% 48%
30 69
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