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Are appeals to discredit mainstream media reporting of political news in the guise of “fake news” merely a

diversion from more fundamental threats to democratic politics and policymaking? Or is the emerging belief

in “fake news” itself a looming threat? Using data from the Voter Study Group’s panel survey, we examine

the relationship between disbelief in mainstream media and a wide range of social attitudes and policy prefer-

ences. We find that in December 2016, just after Trump’s election, belief in fake news wields an outsized

influence, independent of partisanship, ideology, media consumption, and other established foundations of

public opinion. The effects of fake news beliefs are especially pronounced on key elements of Trump’s rheto-

ric as candidate and as president—hostility toward immigrants, racial and religious minorities, gender equal-

ity, perceptions of America’s “greatness,” and even support for democratic norms and institutions itself. We

also find some evidence that by January 2019, the belief in fake news has become even more focally associ-

ated with Trump. These findings portend the possibility of an emerging exclusionary, populist variant of

American conservatism, of which disbelief in media institutions is a key component.
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INTRODUCTION

“It would hurt his eyes, and he would escape by turning away to the things which he was able
to look at, and these he would believe to be clearer than what was being shown to him.”

—Plato, Republic, Book VII

Of the many themes and terms associated with the Trump presidency, few have
been as recurrent and menacing as the coinage “fake news.” The first such reference
in the Trump Twitter archive appears on December 10, 2016, at 6:11a.m., protesting
a CNN News story about Trump’s agreement with NBC to remain executive pro-
ducer of The Apprentice. The CNN story was by all journalistic standards verifiably
true and set in motion a regularized dynamic of smoke and mirrors on facticity and
reality. As of the current date, the Trump Twitter archive lists 618 additional tweets
from the president with the term fake news since December 2016.4 And reference to

1 The authors would like to acknowledge Joe Goldman, Robert Griffin, Frank Liu, Jessica Mahone, Joel
Middleton, Elizabeth Mitchell, Osagie Obasogie, Angela Onwuachi-Willig, Alicia Prevost, Daria
Roithmayr, Joel Sati, and John Sides for their very helpful comments and suggestions on earlier ver-
sions of this paper.

2 Department of Political Science and School of Law, University of California, 210 Barrows Hall #1950,
Berkeley, California 94720; e-mail: taekulee@berkeley.edu

3 Department of Political Science, University of California, 210 Barrows Hall #1950, Berkeley, Califor-
nia 94720; e-mail: chosam@berkeley.edu

4 www.trumptwitterarchive.com, accessed January 18, 2019, 12:01a.m.

1

Sociological Forum, 2020

DOI: 10.1111/socf.12603

© 2020 Eastern Sociological Society

https://www.voterstudygroup.org/about


“fake news” has been strewn in various press engagements, public addresses, and
other modes of mass communication throughout Trump’s term in office.

What is “fake news” and why should scholars care about it? After all, “fake
news” is not the only signature marker of Trump’s idiom. It sits alongside “drain
the swamp,” “deep state,” “witch hunt,” and “enemy of the people,” among many
others, not to mention Trump’s penchant for encomiastic superlatives when his
accomplishments as president are the topic. Bravado, billingsgate, and a general dis-
regard for political conventions, social institutions, and other sacred cows have
become normalized as presidential rhetoric in the Trump era. Furthermore, scholars
who have studied political rhetoric from 1789 to the present suggest that Trump is
not a rogue, maverick, or outlier but on one end of a spectrum of bombast-over-
acuity that has been evolving over time in Western democracies (Jordan et al. 2019).

There are at least two distinct senses of fake news that we ought to heed and
research. The first is the growing prevalence of fiction presented as news, especially
if designed and disseminated with nefarious intent. The second is the willingness of
mass publics to believe that news that is verifiably true or that meets journalistic
standards of facticity is instead a fiction, a growing belief rooted in widespread dis-
belief of the mass media. Both senses of fake news are looming threats to our demo-
cratic politics and could well play a pivotal role in the 2020 election. In this article,
we home in on the second sense and present a descriptive and detailed look into the
potential significance of fake news beliefs on American politics.

Using a unique panel study that tracks voters who were first interviewed in the
2012 election (i.e., prior to the election of Donald Trump) and then reinterviewed
over multiple waves after the 2016 election, we find that—at least as measured by
skepticism about the truth value of mainstream media coverage—belief in fake news
has a surprisingly large and independent association with a very wide range of social
attitudes and political preferences. We further find that between 2016 and 2019,
belief in fake news becomes closely identified with Trump and beliefs that might be
called Trumpism. Some of these linkages are necessarily suggestive since the phe-
nomenon under inquiry is dynamic and evolving. Yet these findings sound an alarm
that Trump’s rhetoric on fake news is not simply bread and circuses for the masses
but a manifestation of an evolving, exclusionary strain of American conservatism.

BACKGROUND

Fake news is real. It is also a relative newcomer to American politics whose sig-
nificance we have yet to fully reckon. Figure 1 shows the results of a Google Trend
search of the term fake news in web searches over the last five years. Interest in it is
essentially negligible until November 2016, when the startling results of the presi-
dential election set in motion a dynamic of the mainstream media’s watchful eye
over President Trump and Trump’s relentless distrust and dislike of mainstream
media coverage of his presidency. With this dynamic, so too the regularized entry of
the term into our everyday political patois. In fact, the term has so quickly become
established that the Collins Dictionary named “fake news” as its word of the year
for 2017.
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Moreover, as a relatively recent phenomenon, it is notably widely believed. A
March 2018 Monmouth University poll found that 78% of Americans replied affir-
matively to the question, “Do you think some traditional major news sources like
TV and newspapers ever report fake news stories, or not?” Of this group, 31%
replied “yes, regularly,” while the remaining 46% replied “yes, occasionally.”5 A
post–2016 election Pew survey concurs with this finding, reporting that 88% of
respondents overall believe that “completely made-up news” is a source of confu-
sion about “the basic facts of current events.”6

These are alarming numbers given democracy’s premise of a popular sover-
eignty founded on the informed and reasoned views of a citizenry. To be sure, that
mass publics fail to meet this premise is among the most well-established findings in
the literature on public opinion since Philip Converse (2006) first threw down the
gauntlet against the rational voter. Yet against Converse, democracy’s defenders
had built up a steady drumbeat of optimism on the idea that individuals are inatten-
tive and inconsistent not as a result of incompetence or ignorance but rather as a
function of measurement error (Achen 1975; Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder
2008) and as a rational response to the complexities and competing demands of
modern life (Zaller and Feldman 1992). Importantly, mainstream media plays a key
institutional role in simplifying complex information and paring down unwieldy
choice sets so that democratic citizens might draw reasonable political judgments.7

If mainstream media content is disbelieved by over three-quarters of the voting pub-
lic, it is hard to see room for optimism.

That room might be made out of multiple views among Americans as to what
constitutes “fake news,” from the lampooning of Andy Borowitz and The Onion to

Fig. 1. Google Trend results on “fake news,” 2013-2018

5 This general distrust in media is also a notably bipartisan issue, with 89% of Republicans, 82% of Inde-
pendents, and 61% of Democrats all believing that major media outlets report fake news at least occa-
sionally (inclusive of even more severe views).

6 Of the 88% figure, 64% say fake news has caused “a great deal of confusion” while 24% report “some
confusion” about basic facts on current events. The full Pew report was last accessed at https://www.
journalism.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2016/12/PJ_2016.12.15_fake-news_FINAL.pdf on Septem-
ber 30, 2019.

7 This is a central claim of the elite opinion formation literature, representative samples of which can be
found in Carmines and Stimson (1989), Stimson (1991), Zaller (1992), Lupia and McCubbins (1998),
Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson (2002), and Layman and Carsey (2002). For a critique of elite opinion
theories, see Lee (2002).
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the extralegal election interference from Russia on social media to Trump’s Twitter
tirades. A startlingly high proportion of Americans acknowledge a variety of mean-
ings of fake news. A 2017 Gallup/Knight Foundation survey gave respondents four
possible definitions of fake news. Nearly all respondents (94%) agreed that the term
covers “people knowingly portraying false information as if it were true”; 48% said
this was “always” fake news and 46% said this was “sometimes” fake news. A simi-
larly high proportion (92%) agreed with the definition as “journalists reporting sto-
ries before they check all their facts and sources to be sure they are accurate”; only
35% say this is always fake news and 57% say this is sometimes fake news. The
third definition, “news organizations slanting their stories to promote a certain
point of view,” found a nearly identical 91% in agreement—35% agreeing that this
is always fake news and 56% saying sometimes. Finally, asked if fake news applied
to “accurate stories casting a politician or political group in a negative light,” 79%
agreed—28% seeing negative coverage as always fake and 51% seeing it as some-
times fake.8

For the purposes of this article, we distinguish between two contrasting senses
of the term fake news. The first, which would have been the colloquial, common
understanding prior to November 2016, is a descriptive term used to reference verifi-
ably false information spread through media institutions. When done deliberately—
as is alleged to have happened with the spread of stories about Hillary Clinton in
the 2016 election—fake news in this sense becomes a political weapon to skew or
destabilize public opinion and potentially change the outcome of political events.
The second sense of fake news is an evaluative term, aimed to derogate and discredit
established media sources, professional journalists, and more generally institutions
that produce knowledge or adjudicate facticity. Importantly, the valence of the term
is negative irrespective of whether the news in question is in fact “fake.”9 In
Trump’s tweets and presidential rhetoric, the term fake news is habitually associated
with news that is unfavorable to Trump. In its worst traces, “fake news” used in this
pejorative sense is yoked to the further allegation that news media are the “enemy
of the people.”

There is a growing body of research on the first sense of fake news. Allcott and
Gentzkow (2017), for instance, scrape web browsing data and find that verifiably
untrue stories posted on social media have a discernibly pro-Trump bias and esti-
mate the mass public’s exposure to such stories.10 The lion’s share of extant work in
this sense of fake news, however, is focused more broadly on the causes and conse-
quences of misinformation and conspiratorial thinking.11 The phenomenon of “fake

8 This report was last accessed on September 30, 2019 at https://kf-site-production.s3.amazonaws.com/
publications/pdfs/000/000/242/original/KnightFoundation_AmericansViews_Client_Report_010917_
Final_Updated.pdf.

9 The point could be pushed further, that the evaluative use of “fake news” has even greater effect
exactly under those conditions where the established institutions that adjudicate truth like the main-
stream media report that the news in question is decidedly not fake.

10 See also Lazer et al. (2018) and Scheufele and Krause (2019).
11 See, for example, Einstein and Glick (2015), Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler (2017), Hochschild and Ein-

stein (2014), Jolley and Douglas (2014), Miller, Saunders, and Farhart (2016), Oliver and Wood
(2014), Pasek et al. (2015), Prasad (2019), Southwell, Thorson, and Sheble (2018), Thorson (2016),
and Uscinski, Klofstad, and Atkinson (2016).
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news” that we identify with the 2016 election and the Trump presidency will obvi-
ously have many similarities to this kind of misinformation, but we cannot presume
that they are one and the same.

In this article, we set aside this first sense of fake news and focus on setting
down some empirical footing on fake news as an evaluative term. Specifically, we
key in on three questions related to whether ordinary Americans agree that they can
believe what they see, hear, and read from mainstream media: first, whether fake
news beliefs have any independent association with social attitudes and political
preferences, net of the “usual suspects” used to explain variation in public opinion;
second, what we can glean about the directionality of influence between Trump and
his base on fake news beliefs; and third what we can determine about the sources of
fake news beliefs. There are, of course, many other aspects of fake news as an evalu-
ative term worthy of inquiry, such as whether fake news believers are more or less
likely to be politically engaged, whether they vote with or against their own material
interests, and so on.

Our expectations about fake news beliefs, as intimated in the article’s title, are
first that disbelief in mainstream media has worrisome consequences for our demo-
cratic politics. This expectation is grounded in recent political science research on
distrust in the media, ideological polarization, and motivated cognition. To begin
with, Ladd (2012) reminds us that the ideal of a trusted press—which Americans
became habituated to in the latter half of the twentieth century—is in fact an anom-
aly. Rather, the current climate of ideological polarization and media institutions
that are presumed to mirror partisan biases has been the norm for most of our polit-
ical history. The effect of distrust in mass media, Ladd further suggests, is to lead
individuals to hunker down and hide behind their prior political predispositions,
like their partisanship and ideological views. When so hunkered down, moreover,
American voters prove to be stubbornly resistant to updating their priors, choosing
to silo off into “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles,” to the point that they would
adapt their avowed policy views rather than switch candidates or parties (see, e.g.,
Ball et al. 2018; Lenz 2012; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). The fact
that distrust in media is likely to reproduce, if not worsen, ideological polarization
coupled to the messenger of fake news (Trump) further leads us to expect that fake
news beliefs are likely to wield an especially strong influence on attitudes about the
inclusion or exclusion of salient social groups in American politics today.

The second question of interest is whether Trump leads or follows. One possi-
bility is that the connection of fake news beliefs to social attitudes and political pref-
erences is a preexisting association that Trump exploits with his use of the idiom.
There is plenty of evidence here suggesting that Trump, more effectively than his
competitors for the Republican Party’s nomination, rode the wave of white work-
ing-class anxiety, resentment, and hostility (see, e.g., Abrajano and Hajnal 2015;
Cramer 2016; Enos 2018; Jardina 2019; Parker and Barreto 2013, forthcoming;
Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2019). In the other, Trump’s repeated invocation of
“fake news” serves as a signal and sorting mechanism that, over time, separates
those who disbelieve mainstream media and follow Trump approvingly from those
who disbelief mainstream media but disapprove of the president. Here, the work of
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Tulis (1987) and Edelman (2001) would suggest that Trump is the apotheosis of the
“rhetorical president,” which Tulis argues is an invention of the twentieth-century
presidency, attached to Woodrow Wilson’s terms in office. The actual body of
quantitative empirical work demonstrating the power of presidential words on pub-
lic opinion, however, is rather slim. Most of the extant literature on presidential
rhetoric examines its policy signaling and legislative agenda-setting power.12 Never-
theless, the sheer regularity and bullhorn volume of Trump’s political speech would
suggest here that both dynamics may be in play. Trump may initially have seized on
an opportunity to define an antiestablishment base of support, but that then, over
time and repeated invocation of fake news, the term evolves into a shibboleth for
Trump support.

The third question of interest is the sources of fake news beliefs. Here, we
expect prior predispositions such as partisanship and ideology to play a contribut-
ing, but not controlling, role. Chiefly, this is because the nature of the belief is to be
suspicious of legitimating institutions. Thus, the sources of disbelief in mainstream
media should also include factors such as general distrust in government, distrust of
elites, and antisystem beliefs. Furthermore, to the extent that fake news beliefs have
a source, we should expect consumption of media coverage with a presumptive par-
tisan bias (e.g., Fox News or MSNBC) and fealty to the declaimer of fake news alle-
gations (President Trump) to play a significant role. Finally, to the extent that fake
news beliefs are imbricated into a new ideology of exclusionist politics, we might
expect predispositions such as the modern sexism scale and the racial resentment
scale to be predictive of fake news beliefs.

DATA AND METHODS

The data for this study are from the 2016–2019 VOTER Survey Data (hence-
forth, VOTER), a collaborative output of the Voter Study Group.13 VOTER is a
panel, with respondents selected by piggybacking on a previous online panel survey
conducted by YouGov in 2012, the Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project
(CCAP). In December 2016, VOTER reinterviewed 8,000 respondents who had
been part of the sample of 45,000 respondents who were interviewed in the CCAP
in December 2011 and then interviewed a second time between January 1 and
November 8, 2012. The advantage of this sample design is that we have measures of
respondents’ political attitudes, self-reported turnout, and vote choice from the
2012 election—that is, prior to the 2016 election. The survey firm, YouGov, also
made available data on respondents’ candidate preferences from the 2016 primaries.
Thus, VOTER avoids measurement error associated with recall of past attitudes
and actions.

More importantly, because VOTER is a panel survey built on a preexisting
sample, we can explicitly track within-subject changes in attitudes over time. The

12 See, e.g., Campbell and Jamieson 1990; Canes-Wrone 2006; Edwards and Wood 1999; Gillion 2016;
and Nteta and Tarsi 2016; cf. Druckman and Holmes 2004; McGraw, Best, and Timpone 1995.

13 For more information on the Voter Study Group, see https://www.voterstudygroup.org/about.
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first wave of the VOTER panel was fielded between November 29 and December
29, 2016. There have been three additional waves since, in July 2017, April and May
2018, and most recently between November 2018 and January 2019. Due to panel
attrition, the initial 8,000 respondents had winnowed to a subsample of 4,705 by the
2018 wave.14 While the panel nature of VOTER offers a rare glimpse into how vot-
ers’ attitudes and preferences move from the period prior to the 2016 election to
nearly year-by-year changes in successive waves of the panel, the data are also lim-
ited in important ways. Chief among these is that the survey instrument varies,
sometimes markedly, from panel wave to panel wave. As a result, the main variable
of interest, disbelief in mainstream media, is only asked in the December 2016 and
January 2019 waves, and these two survey instruments have only a modest amount
of overlap in the questions asked of respondents.

On the plus side, the first wave of the VOTER panel, fielded in December 2016,
contained a remarkably rich trove of survey items, allowing a relatively deep dive
into the correlates of fake news beliefs. The aims of empirical analysis in this article
are more exploratory than explanatory. That is, we use multivariate regression anal-
ysis on a range of outcome variables not to tell a definitive story about any one of
these outcome measures. Rather, multivariate regression analysis is used with a
common set of statistical controls to explore the initial hypothesis that fake news
beliefs has an independent association to the outcome measures. The model specifi-
cation for the results below is as follows:

Y ¼ a þ b1 � age þ b2 � female þ b3 � education þ b4 � familyincome þ b5�
race black þ b6 � racej jwhite þ b7 � born again þ b8 � religiosity þ b9 � democratþ
b10 � republican þ b11 � liberal þ b12 � conservative þ b13 � knowledge þ b14�
fox viewer þ b15 �msnbcviewerþ b16 � fakenewsbelief

The specification considers the following foundations of public opinion: (1)
background demographic markers that shape contexts of opinion formation, such
as age, gender, socioeconomic status, and race; (2) the core political predispositions
of partisanship, liberal-conservative beliefs, and religiosity; (3) factors that mediate
awareness and reception of information flows, such as political knowledge and news
consumption from particular media outlets. Importantly, the model specification
includes factors that might reasonably be expected to fully account for the presence
and influence of fake news beliefs.15 Thus, the claim that fake news beliefs are con-
sequential is strengthened if the statistical associations to outcomes of interest

14 The 2018 wave also included an additional sample of younger Latinx respondents to address some
sampling bias in the original Latinx panel.

15 In addition to partisanship, ideology, partisan media consumption, another factor that might be
viewed as the root of fake news beliefs is support for Trump. We chose not to include respondents’
vote choice in the 2016 presidential election for three reasons: (1) vote choice is potentially highly
endogenous to policy preferences if both are measured in December 2016; (2) Trump support is highly
correlated not just with fake news but also partisanship, ideology, and media preferences; and (3)
when Trump support is specified in our model (and partisanship removed to avoid multicollinearity),
the independent effect of fake news beliefs remains significant and strong across most of the dependent
variables of interest.
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remain significant even after controlling for factors such as partisanship, ideology,
and viewership of Fox News or MSNBC.16

The key variable of interest here asks respondents whether they agree or dis-
agree with the question, “You can’t believe much of what you hear from main-
stream media.” The basic distribution of responses to this item, along with the
distribution disaggregated by partisanship is shown in Fig. 2. As the figure shows,
72% of respondents agree that mainstream media news cannot be believed, 38%
strongly so. Among Republican identifiers, 88% believe that mainstream media is
“fake news,” 57% strong so. By contrast, only 55% of Democrats agree with the
statement and only 15% do so strongly.

THE EFFECTS OF BELIEVING IN FAKE NEWS

We examine the effects of this disbelief of mainstream media news on several
different categories of outcome variables: attitudes about groups in America; beliefs
related to Trump’s 2016 “Make America Great Again” platform; beliefs about
democratic institutions and sentiments; and respondents’ system orientation or gen-
eral faith in existing legitimating systems. Across this broad range of outcomes, the
independent effects of fake news beliefs are remarkably strong. Fake news beliefs
are, in short, consistently the strongest or among the strongest (usually alongside
partisanship) right-hand-side variables in our estimates.

The first set of outcome measures we examine are attitudes about various
groups that are salient in American politics and about whom views are sharply
divided. Specifically, we examine here attitudes on Muslims and immigrants, racial
attitudes, views on LGBTQ rights shown in Figure 6, and two different sets of

38%
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46%

15%

34%
31% 29%

40%

22%

10%
15%
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60%

TOTAL Republican Independents Democrats
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Fig. 2. Fake News Beliefs in the VOTER Survey

16 Full details of the question wording and scaling are contained in the Online Appendix. All right-hand-
side variables are rescaled to a 0–1 min-max so that marginal effects in the figures to follow are compa-
rable between variables. The figures below also only show statistically significant relationships to each
outcome variable.
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beliefs about gender. Respondents’ views on Muslims were measured by asking
about their agreement with a statement to “ban temporarily Muslims from other
countries from entering the United States.” On immigrants, respondents were asked
their views on providing “a legal way for illegal immigrants already in the United
States to become citizens.”17 As Fig. 3 shows, disbelief in mainstream media holds
the single strongest statistical association to both these items. The magnitude of the
relationship, importantly, is markedly stronger than that of partisanship.

One might argue that although these results are impressive, they are not
entirely surprising, given Trump’s close association with proclamations of fake news
and his close association with exclusionary views on immigrants generally and
migration from majority-Muslim nations specifically. Given Trump’s long history
of hostility toward African Americans and his staunch refusal to distance himself
from white nationalist movements, one might expect the same of our next set of
items on racial attitudes. Here, we examine four items: respondents’ views on affir-
mative action (“Do you generally favor or oppose affirmative action programs for
women and racial minorities?”); their views on reverse discrimination (“Today dis-
crimination against whites has become as big a problem as discrimination against
blacks and minorities”); their views on police violence (“Do you think the recent
killings of African American men by police in recent years are isolated incidents, or
are they part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans?”); and
their support or opposition to the death penalty.

The results shown in Fig. 4 are very much a variation on the same theme.
Across three items that directly mention race (affirmative action, antiwhite

Fig. 3. Immigrant Integration and Religious Exclusion, 2016

17 The VOTER study includes several other candidate items on immigration, such as their views on
whether “illegal immigrants make a contribution to American society or are a drain,” whether the
United States should make it “easier or harder for foreigners to immigrate to the US legally than it is
currently,” and whether current levels of immigration should be increased, decreased, or kept the
same. The basic result viz. fake news beliefs—that it is the strongest predictor of these outcomes—re-
mains across these different items.
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discrimination, and racialized police violence) and one that does not mention race
at all but that disproportionately negatively affects African Americans and Latinx,
fake news beliefs are the strongest or one of the strongest predictors of opinion. The
closest competitors are Fox News viewers (they move in the same direction as fake
news believers on all four items); respondent race (African Americans are very
strongly supportive of affirmative action, strongly disagree with the equivalence of
antiwhite discrimination and antiblack discrimination, strongly believe that racial-
ized police violence is a systemic problem); and political knowledge (those who
know more about politics are strongly opposed to the death penalty).

The story of the significance of fake news belief continues with two batteries of
items on gender. The first battery is the “modern sexism scale” (Swim et al. 1995;
Swim and Cohen 1997), comprised of agree-disagree responses to the following six
statements:

• “Women should return to their traditional roles in society.”

• “When women demand equality these days, they are actually seeking special
favors.”

• “Women often miss out on good jobs because of discrimination.”

• “Women who complain about harassment often cause more problems than they
solve.”

• “Sexual harassment against women in the workplace is no longer a problem in
the US.”

• “Increased opportunities for women have improved the quality of life in the US.”

In addition to the modern sexism scale, the VOTER survey also asked a battery
of items measuring attitudes about norms of manhood, effectively an “old-

Fig. 4. Racial Attitudes and Race-Coded Issues, 2016
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fashioned manhood” scale.18 Here, too, we asked respondents if they agreed or dis-
agreed with the following statements:

• “Real men defend their honor.”

• “It is a good thing for men to open doors for women.”

• “Our society needs manly men.”

• “Real men are loyal to their families no matter what.”

• “Real men are bold and confident.”

• “What it means to be a man has changed, and I don’t think that has been good
for society.”

The Cronbach’s alpha for this version of the modern sexism scale was a very
robust 0.81. For the “old-fashioned manhood” scale, the alpha reliability score is
an even stronger 0.86.

Yet again, the predictive power of fake news beliefs, even after controlling for
age, gender, religiosity, and liberal-conservative ideology, is unmistakable. Figure 5
shows that fake news believers are markedly less egalitarian on the modern sexism
scale and more traditionalist in their views on manhood. On the “old-fashioned
manhood” scale, respondents with the highest level of education and those who say
that religion is “not at all important” are almost equal in their rejection of these
statements about traditional manhood as fake news believers are in their support of
them.

The final set of social attitudes we examined were views on LGBTQ rights
shown in Figure 6. The VOTER survey included two items of interest here. The first
item asked respondents about their support or opposition for same-sex marriages.
The second item asked whether transgender people should be allowed to use
restrooms of the gender they identify with or required to use restrooms of the sex

Fig. 5. Gender Attitudes, 2016

18 For studies on manhood and honor and the precarity of manhood, see Cohen et al. (1997), Vandello
et al. (2008), and Bosson et al (2009).
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assigned to them at birth. On these measures, too, fake news beliefs are as strongly
associated with the outcomes as anything else in the models. With gay marriage,
born-again Christians and respondents who say religion is “very important” to
them are roughly as opposed as fake news believers.

The disbelief in mainstream media, this set of regressions show, is consistently
as powerful as any commonly examined influence on social attitudes and political
preferences, including party identification, ideology, and religiosity. That the items
examined were attitudes and preferences regarding racial equality and justice, gen-
der equality and roles, openness to immigrants and their integration, and the rights
of gay and transgender Americans is even more telling. Fake news beliefs, without
exception, powerfully predict exclusionary views on these sets of items. One note-
worthy caveat to this powerful pattern in the findings is that fake news beliefs are
not as strongly tied to an exclusionary view of American identity per se. A similar
regression on an index of item that mirrors Smith’s (1993) “ascriptive American-
ism” finds that fake news beliefs are a highly significant correlate, but the magnitude
of the effect is measurably weaker than age, which predicts greater support for such
an exclusionary view and political knowledge and education, which predict strong
opposition.

It is important to point out here that the apparent influence of fake news beliefs
on American public opinion is not limited to these exclusionist views about politi-
cally salient identities. In the interests of keeping to the main themes, here is just a

Fig. 6. LGBTQ Rights, 2016

Table I. Fake News Beliefs and Other Social and Political Attitudes

Most Significant Predictor Among the Most Significant Just Statistically Significant

Denying climate change Warming from natural causes Pro-life on abortion
Oppose taxing the wealthy Oppose the ACA Oppose universal coverage
Favor more deregulation Oppose more free trade Authoritarian orientation
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partial list in Table I of the other outcome measures that fake news beliefs power-
fully predicts, ranked rather loosely by whether fake news beliefs are the strongest
predictor, among the strongest predictors, or statistically significantly associated but
not among the strongest predictors.

FAKE NEWS AND THE TRUMP PRESIDENCY

Thus far, we have seen that this single item in the VOTER study, disbelief in
mainstream media news, has a remarkably wide reach in influencing contemporary
public opinion in the United States. In nearly every case, fake news belief is associ-
ated with the more conservative or Republican position (the one unclear case being
views on international trade). At the same time and in every case, fake news belief is
associated with President Trump’s ostensible positions on these issues. That begs
questions that are rife in political talk about the rarity of a president railing so regu-
larly against “fake news” while at the same time aligning his “crafted talk” with the
most ideologically conservative of the nation’s three major news networks. How
closely aligned are fake news beliefs with the president?

To begin, the VOTER study includes three items that capture what we see as
the core of Trump’s central campaign slogan promise to “make America great
again.” The first question is literally the premise behind the slogan and asks respon-
dents, “Would you say things in the country today are generally headed in the right
direction OR off on the wrong track?” The second item taps into respondents’ sub-
jective views about America’s greatness both relative to its past and relative to other
nations: “Compared with the past, would you say the US is more respected by other
countries these days, less respected by other countries, or as respected as it has been
in the past?” Finally, the third item personalizes the nostalgia that likely appeals in
Trump’s slogan and asks, “In general, would you say life in America today is better,
worse, or about the same as it was 50 years ago for people like you?”

Fake news beliefs holds an outsized relationship to these three “MAGA” items,
shown in Figure 7. VOTER respondents who distrust mainstream media news are
much likelier in 2016 to agree that the United States is on the “wrong track,” that it

Fig. 7. “MAGA”Measures, 2016
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is less respected relative to other nations than in the past, and that the United States
is worse than it was 50 years ago for “people like you.” To the extent that these were
defining themes and tropes of Trump’s 2016 campaign, the results show a clear cor-
respondence to skepticism and distrust of mainstream media.

What is more striking here is the comparison of this relationship between 2016
and 2017, a year into the Trump presidency. The July 2017 wave of the VOTER
survey reasked the first two MAGA items, about whether the nation was on the
wrong track and how respect for the United States today compared to the past. The
association between fake news beliefs (measured in December 2016) and these
MAGA items (measured in 2017) remains highly statistically significant, and now
point to the opposite direction. That is, as Figure 8 shows, by 2017 fake news believ-
ers were significantly likelier to view the United States as being on the right track

Fig. 8. “MAGA” Items, 2017

Fig. 9. Trump Approval, 2017–2019
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and as more respected by other countries than in the past. By 2017, disbelief in
mainstream media is not the strongest relationship in the models (Fox News viewer-
ship is), but the sign reversal is clear evidence that fake news believers are also
Trump followers.

Another way to see this very close affinity between disbelief in mainstream
media news and the president is to model the association directly. Here, we use the
same common model specification as in the social attitude and political preference
estimations above and examine presidential approval as the dependent variable.
There are three notable findings from these results, shown in Figure 9. The first—
further hammering home a theme of this article—is that fake news beliefs over-
whelm all other variables in the model in predicting positive support for Trump.
The effect size for disbelief in mainstream media is larger than Republican Party
identification, race, and even Fox News viewership.19 The other notable findings are
that the factors associated with Trump support are quite stable over the three years
examined, but at the same time, the effect size of fake news beliefs appears to
increase across these years.

A third vantage into the close relationship between belief in fake news and the
Trump presidency is following changes in fake news beliefs over time. The VOTER
study asked respondents the single item on disbelief in mainstream media in two
waves: December 2016 and January 2019. On a four-point scale, the mean in 2016
was 3.04; in 2019, it fell to 2.82. Of the 5,852 respondents who gave valid responses
to this item in both waves, 57% did not change their views at all. Thirty-three per-
cent changed one category (i.e., from “somewhat disagree” to “somewhat agree”),
23% of which was a change toward disagreeing with the fake news statement. Of
the remaining change, 8.2% were respondents who disagreed on two or more cate-
gories; only 1.4% became firmer in their beliefs about fake news by 2019.

The first observations on these marginals on change in fake news beliefs are
that the American public’s views on whether mainstream media news is believable
do not change that much but that far more Americans have become less likely to
believe in fake news since 2016 than have taken to it. When change in fake news
beliefs are disaggregated into some salient social and political divisions in the Uni-
ted States today, we see some more revealing shifts since Trump’s term in office.
Table II shows mean scores on the fake news item in 2016 and 2019, and the change
between these two waves by the following background variables: gender, race, edu-
cation/class, partisanship, ideology, and media viewership.20 The key findings are as
follows:

19 As previously noted, we do not present these results with any claims to having specified a complete
explanation of Trump support. Among other factors that such a fuller specification would have to
include our “MAGA” items, modern sexism scale, racial resentment, and measures of pocketbook
and sociotropic economic evaluations. In such a fuller model specification, there is one association
that jumps out and outflanks all other relationships: the modern sexism scale. That is an important
result on its own that we pursue in a separate paper.

20 It should also be noted that we analyzed each of the measures for interaction effects and found no
additional statistically significant findings. The analysis with those terms can be found in the Online
Appendix.
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• There is no meaningful difference initially between men and women in likelihood
of believing in fake news in 2016, but by 2019, the difference is significant, with
women much less likely to support such views.

• African Americans are somewhat less likely to agree that mainstream media can-
not be believed in 2016 than whites and Latinos; by 2019, that gap widens consid-
erably. In 2019, all groups were less likely to disbelieve mainstream media news,
but for African Americans, that drop was a precipitous 25.5%.

• The education effect—comparing college-educated respondents with working-
class respondents—remains essentially unchanged between 2016 and 2019, with
both groups growing only modestly less likely to believe in fake news over this
period.21

• The largest differences are in our political divisions, and the patterns by partisan-
ship, ideology, and media viewership cut exactly the same way. In 2016, Demo-
crats are much less likely than Republicans, liberals much less likely than
conservatives, and Sean Hannity viewers much less likely than Rachel Maddow
viewers to believe in fake news. By 2019, Republicans, conservatives, and Fox
viewers are essentially unchanged in their views, while Democrats, liberals, and
MSNBC viewers become much less likely to hold fake news beliefs.22

Table II. Fake News Belief and Change Over Time

2016 2019 Change

Men 3.06 2.85 –0.22*
Women 3.01 2.65 –0.36*
Whites 3.05 2.77 –0.28
Blacks 2.80 2.21 –0.58*
Latinx 3.04 2.76 –0.27
Working class 3.13 2.84 –0.29
College educated 2.88 2.57 –0.31
Democrat 2.53 1.90 –0.61*
Republican 3.55 3.61 +0.05*
Liberal 2.44 1.76 –0.67*
Conservative 3.53 3.54 –0.01*
MSNBC (Maddow) viewer 2.37 1.69 –0.69*
Fox (Hannity) viewer 3.71 3.75 +0.02*

*Statistically significant difference from the full sample mean.

21 The fact that the education effect does not widen over time, while fake news beliefs become more inti-
mately attached to President Trump, suggests to us the growing significance of the evaluative dimen-
sion of fake news and less so the descriptive production of manifestly falsifiable news (on which
attitudes would presumably sort more discernibly by education).

22 In 2016, 48% of Democrats agreed or strongly agreed with the fake news measure, compared to 90%
of Republicans. What is especially notable here is the stability of opinion over time. Roughly half
(25%) of Democrats who agreed on fake news in 2016 did so again in 2019; among Republicans, fully
92% held to their same disbelief in mainstream news in 2019. This finding is even more pronounced
for partisan media consumption, comparing viewership of Fox and Friends with that of the Rachel
Maddow Show. For Fox and Friends viewers, the belief in fake news starts and stays well above 90%;
for Rachel Maddow viewers, 39% agree about skepticism on mainstream media in 2016, but that fig-
ure bottoms out to 15% by 2019.
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This last finding points us to the conclusion that beliefs in the facticity of main-
stream news, already polarized in 2016, become decidedly more so by 2019. These
patterns further suggest that skepticism over mainstream media content—which has
in the past been the province of both the left, the right, and nonpolitical (antipoliti-
cal) fringes of American society—is today the primary province of Trump support-
ers. What may have begun in the 2016 campaign as a catchy idiom that resonated
with disaffected voters has become, as of 2019, a shibboleth for Trumpism and a
contributing filter for the partisan and ideological sort that ominously continues to
pull Americans further and further apart.

SOURCES OF FAKE NEWS BELIEFS

This article has thus far explored the significance of fake news beliefs on public
opinion in America and examined its close association with Trump. In this last sec-
tion, we turn the obvious next question of interest: who believes that mainstream
media news cannot be believed and why? In short, we present a very conjectural,
partial explanation of fake news beliefs as a dependent variable. We start with two
acknowledgments of limitations to the analysis and findings below. First, although
the VOTER study data are from a panel survey, we cannot fully exploit the inferen-
tial advantages of panel data because most of the key explanatory variables of inter-
est are not asked over successive waves. Most of the likely drivers of fake news
beliefs were asked in the initial December 2016 wave. Thus, we limit the analysis
here to the 2016 fake news item. Where available (e.g., with demographic back-
ground measures, partisanship, ideology), we use right-hand-side measures from
the 2012 panel data, but most measures are contemporaneous and from the Decem-
ber 2016 wave. Second, many of the factors that are closely associated with fake
news beliefs are also very closely associated with one another, so refinements on
these provisional findings should draw estimates using structural modeling, rather
than the linear estimation used below.

The model we specify builds on the specification used for our analysis of fake
news and various social and political attitudes. That is, we first include the follow-
ing foundations of public opinion: (1) background demographic markers of age,
gender, socioeconomic status, and race; (2) key political predispositions of partisan-
ship, liberal-conservative beliefs, and religiosity; and (3) mediators of information
flows, specifically political knowledge and news consumption from particular media
outlets. To these foundations, we add eight additional factors that we believe can
safely be expected to yield significant associations with fake news beliefs:

• retrospective pocketbook assessments (respondents being “better off financially”
than they were a year ago)

• retrospective sociotropic assessments (whether life in America is better or worse
than it was 50 years ago for “people like you”)

• trust in government (whether government can be trusted “all the time,” “most of
the time,” or only “some of the time”)
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• a five-item battery that gauges, together, respondents’ views on whether the “sys-
tem” is rigged against ordinary Americans23

• a three-item battery that measures Americans’ views on the benefits of science
and expertise24

• the “modern sexism” scale analyzed earlier in the paper

• the “racial resentment” scale analyzed earlier in the paper

• voting for Trump for president in November 2016

The resulting model specification for fake news as a dependent variable is thus:

fakenewsbelief ¼ a þ b1� age þ b2 � female þ b3 � education þ b4 � family
income þ b5 � race black þ b6 � racej jwhite þ b7 � bornagain þ b8 � religiosityþ
b9 � democrat þ b10 � republican þ b11 � liberal þ b12 � conservative þ b13�
knowledge þ b14 � foxviewer þ b15 �msnbcviewer þ b16�retrospective

pocketbookþb17�retrospectivesociotropicþb18�politicaltrustþb19�rigged

systemþb20�anti�expertiseþb21�modernsexismþb22�racialresentmentþ
b23� trumpapproval

Figure 10 shows the effects for those variables that have a statistically signifi-
cant relationship to believing in fake news. The findings are interesting in many
respects. First, many background factors that we might presume to be relevant to
fake news beliefs wash out in this specification and are statistically indistinguishable
from an estimated effect of zero: age, gender, education, family income, religion,

23 Here, respondents are asked if they agreed or disagreed with the following five statements:

(1) “People like me don’t have any say in what the government does.”
(2) “Elites in this country don’t understand the problems I am facing.”
(3) “Elections today don’t matter; things stay the same no matter who we vote in.”
(4) “America is a fair society where everybody has the opportunity to get ahead.”
(5) “Our economic system is biased in favor of the wealthiest Americans.”This is a

mix of statements about internal and external political efficacy, social fairness,
and economic opportunity. Cronbach’s alpha is 0.65. This scale is coded so that
respondents with higher values believe that the system is rigged more strongly
than those with low values.

24 Respondents were asked if they agreed or disagreed with the following statements:

(1) “I’d rather put my trust in the wisdom of ordinary people than the opinions of
experts and intellectuals.”

(2) “When it comes to the really important questions, scientific facts don’t help very
much.”

(3) “Ordinary people can really use the help of experts to understand complicated
things like science and health.”The three-item scale coheres well with an alpha
score of 0.70. Respondents who score higher on this scale believe more strongly
in the value of science and expertise.
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Republican Party identification, political knowledge, and liberal ideological views.25

Many of the significant associations, furthermore, encapsulate the deep divisions in
American politics today: whites from African Americans; Democrats from conser-
vatives; MSNBC viewers from Fox viewers.

Of the eight new factors included in this model specification that were not in
the earlier models in this article, there are no real surprises. Americans who said
they were worse off financially in 2016 than they were in 2015 and those who said
life in the nation was worse for “people like” them than it was 50 years ago are
much likelier to buy the fake news belief. Similarly, other fonts of suspicion and
skepticism—distrust in government, distrust in expertise and science, and the sense
that the system shuts out ordinary Americans—all strongly predict fake news
beliefs. Measures of out-group hostilities (racial resentment and modern sexism
scales) also strongly predict fake news beliefs.

Finally, so too with voting for Trump in 2016. If there is any surprise in these
findings, it is this: the effect of voting for Trump towers over most of the other fac-
tors in the model. Belief in a rigged system and modern sexism have roughly the
same effect size (modern sexism’s effect is probably even bigger than voting for
Trump), with trust in government and racial resentment not too far behind. What is
more, the strength of the association with Trump support is almost certain to be
stronger today: we have already seen that fake news beliefs have become more parti-
san and more closely identified with Trump’s “MAGA” agenda between 2016 and

Fig. 10. Sources of Fake News Belief

25 The absence of an independent effect of education on disbelief in mainstream media news might strike
readers as especially surprising, given that the phenomenon itself is about the truth value of news
reporting and one might expect higher educational attainment to predict greater willingness to believe
legitimated news institutions. On closer analysis, the significance of education appears to be mediated
by two factors: belief in a rigged system and beliefs about the value of science and expertise.
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2019. Overall, these findings on the factors that precipitate toward disbelief in main-
stream news sources are suggestive and demand further and more exacting inquiry.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The effects of disbelieving in mainstream media news in 2016 on an average
American’s general political orientation should be a source of urgent disquiet. We
noted in the lead-in to our analysis in this article that roughly three out of every
four Americans (if not more) find it reasonable to be skeptical about the veracity of
what the mainstream media covers as news. This, in itself, is a cause for concern
given the immanent value of reliable, verifiable information to the decision making
of voters in the inputs to democracy and the accountability of politicians in democ-
racy’s outputs. When that skepticism is so powerfully associated with social atti-
tudes and political preferences—in so many cases, more powerfully so than party
identification—fake news threatens to add perniciously to the arsenal of beliefs and
tropes that polarize Americans from one another, if not tear them apart.

Three years into the Trump presidency, it has become commonplace to hear
political commentators, mostly from the left, proclaim that liberal democracy is in
crisis. Scholars have also begun seriously contemplating democracy’s morbidity and
mortality (see, e.g., Galston 2018; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Mounk 2018). Of
course, democracy has been an unrealized ideal throughout U.S. history with punc-
tuated moments of racial crisis, but the VOTER data give us a sobering look at
how democratic sentiments are being eroded today. It includes three items that ask
respondents about their support for institutional (and in two cases, constitutional)
checks on presidential power: whether “The news media should scrutinize the presi-
dent and other politicians to ensure they are accountable to the American people”;
whether “Members of Congress should provide oversight of the president and exec-
utive branch, even if the president is in their same party”; and whether “The Presi-
dent must always obey the laws and courts, even if he thinks they’re wrong.” To
each of these items, Fig. 11 shows a very strong association between belief in fake

Fig. 11. Fake News Beliefs and Democratic Accountability
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news and the rejection of any limits or accountability to presidential powers. There
is at best cold comfort in that the relationship is strongest when rejecting the media
as a check on the president and weakest when rejecting the judiciary constitutional
duty to check presidential abuses of power.

We have framed our empirical inquiry on fake news beliefs as exploratory and
fully accept that we have left many stones unturned. For one thing, we began by dis-
tinguishing between fake news as a descriptive term that references verifiably false
information disguised as real news stories and fake news as an evaluative term
deployed to discredit and delegitimize established sources. While this article has
focused on the sources and significance of the evaluative sense of “fake news,” the
descriptive sense, too, is clearly consequential to our democratic politics as well as
the results of the 2016 presidential election demonstrated only too well. Early
impressions into the 2020 elections suggest that just as the evaluative sense of fake
news might increasingly be a feature of the partisan right, the descriptive sense
might increasingly be a focus of the partisan left. Furthermore, as both senses of
fake news become more partisan and more closely aligned with Trump, it will be
more critical to design future research that can unpack the role of unpacking moti-
vated cognition from independent beliefs in the facticity of news in mainstream
media outlets. And the potentially mediating role of many of the other factors clo-
sely associated with belief in fake news (see Fig. 10), such as belief in a rigged sys-
tem, distrust in science and expertise, and varieties of out-group hostility, also
require closer examination.

Finally, this closer look into disbelief in mainstream media in mass public
invites a broader set of questions about American politics today. To what extent is
the fake news phenomenon today the latest manifestation of an ideological insur-
gency from the right that had, as its predecessors, a coordinated, elite-driven effort
to wreck public trust in government (MacLean 2017) and a bottom-up resurgence
of nativism, reactionary conservatism, and white nationalism (Parker and Barreto
2013, forthcoming)? How does belief in fake news sit alongside the rising tide of
conspiratorial thinking and the return to a “paranoid style” of American politics?
How is this frontal challenge to legacy media related to the rise of alternative media
sources and social media? What implications hold for other institutions and sources
of evidence-based, fact-based decision making, such as the academy and the
sciences? These are among the many pressing questions that would not have been
imaginable, or at least would not have captured our attention so arrestingly, prior
to the 2016 election. This exploration into fake news beliefs is a first step that,
together with the other articles in this special issue, will hopefully build momentum
toward a deeper understanding of abiding threats to our democratic politics and
social cohesion and how to combat them.
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