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Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion
In the wake of the 2016
election, everyone from
Majority say fake news has left Americans confused
President Obama to Pope
about basic facts
Francis has raised concerns
% of U.S. adults who say completely made-up news has caused ___ about
about fake news and the
the basic facts of current events
potential impact on both
A great deal of
Some
Not much /
political life and innocent
confusion
confusion
no confusion
individuals. Some fake news
64%
24
11
have been widely shared, and
so-called “pizzagate” stories
Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
led a North Carolina man to
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion”
bring a gun into a popular
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
Washington, D.C. pizza
restaurant under the
impression that it was hiding a child prostitution ring.
According to a new survey by Pew Research Center, most Americans suspect that made-up news is
having an impact. About two-in-three U.S. adults (64%) say fabricated news stories cause a great
deal of confusion about the basic facts of current issues and events. This sense is shared widely
across incomes, education levels, partisan affiliations and most other demographic characteristics.
These results come from a survey of 1,002 U.S. adults conducted from Dec. 1 to 4, 2016.1
Though they sense these stories are spreading confusion, Americans express a fair amount of
confidence in their own ability to detect fake news, with about four-in-ten (39%) feeling very
confident that they can recognize news that is fabricated and another 45% feeling somewhat
confident. Overall, about a third (32%) of Americans say they often see political news stories
online that are made up. While it is difficult to measure the precise extent to which people actually
see news that has been completely fabricated – given that news consumers could see but not
recognize made-up news stories as well as mistake factual stories for false ones — these figures
provide a high-level sense of the public’s perception of this kind of content.

The “pizzagate” incident occurred during the final day of the field period, but does not appear to have had any effect on the results: The
responses of people contacted on this day do not differ significantly from the responses of people contacted before the incident.
1
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And some Americans say they themselves have shared fake news. Overall, 23% say they have ever
shared a made-up news story, with 14% saying they shared a story they knew was fake at the time
and 16% having shared a story they later realized was fake.
When it comes to how to prevent the spread of fake news, many Americans expect social
networking sites, politicians and the public itself to do their share. Fully 45% of U.S. adults say
government, politicians and elected officials bear a great deal of responsibility for preventing
made-up stories from gaining attention, on par with the 43% that say this of the public and the
42% who say this of social networking sites and search engines. Although the overall portion of
Americans who place responsibility on each is about equal, individuals have different perspectives
on how that responsibility should be distributed. Just 15% of Americans place a great deal of
responsibility on all three of these groups, while a majority (58%) feels instead that one or two of
them bear a great deal of responsibility.

www.pewresearch.org
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While fake news became an issue during the
highly charged 2016 presidential election
campaign, Republicans and Democrats are
about equally likely to say that these stories
leave Americans deeply confused about current
events. About six-in-ten Republicans say
completely made-up news causes a great deal of
confusion (57%), and about the same portion of
Democrats say the same (64%). And although
independents outpace Republicans (69% say
fake news causes a great deal of confusion),
they are on par with Democrats. This
perception is also mostly consistent across
education, race, gender and age, though there is
some difference by income. While a majority of
those who make less than $30,000 a year say
fake news causes a great deal of confusion
(58%), this is a lower proportion than among
those who make between $30,000 and $75,000
(65%) and those who make $75,000 or more
(73%).

Belief that fake news causes confusion
shared widely
% of U.S. adults who say completely made-up news has
caused ___ confusion about basic facts of current events
A great
deal
Some Not much
No
%
%
%
%
Total

64

24

6

4

Men

61

25

8

5

Women

68

23

5

4

Ages 18-29

67

26

4

2

30-49

66

21

9

4

50-64

64

23

6

6

65+

58

29

6

5

High school or less

61

23

8

7

Some college

67

24

5

3

College+

67

26

5

1

<$30,000

58

26

8

7

$30,000- $74,999

65

27

5

2

$75,000+

73

19

5

2

White

65

25

6

3

Black

67

18

11

4

Hispanic

61

19

6

10

Republican

57

28

9

5

Democrat

64

25

4

6

Independent

69

23

6

1

Note: Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics.
Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Although Americans see fake news as causing a great deal of
confusion in general, most are at least somewhat confident in
their own ability to identify when a news story is almost
completely made up. About four-in-ten (39%) are very
confident, while another 45% are somewhat confident. Only 9%
are not very confident, and 6% are not at all confident. (This is
similar to Americans’ general faith in their ability to tell when
information online is trustworthy.)
Again, there are no differences between partisans: 36% of
Republicans, 41% of Democrats and 40% of independents say
they are very confident in their ability to recognize news that is
made up. There are also no consistent differences in who feels
very confident in terms of age, gender, income or race.

Majority are confident in
their ability to recognize
fake news
% of U.S. adults who are ___ in
their ability to recognize made-up
news
Don't
know/
refused
1%

Not very/
at all
confident
15%

Very
confident
39%

Somewhat
confident
45%

Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is
Sowing Confusion”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Nearly one-in-three U.S. adults (32%) say they
often see fake political news online, while 39%
sometimes see such stories and 26% hardly
ever or never do. In a rare instance of
demographic differences, whites are more
likely than blacks and Hispanics to say they
often see fake news, and those with annual
incomes of at least $75,000 are more likely
than those who make less than $75,000 to say
so.
Americans show some discernment between
almost completely made up political news
stories and those that are partially inaccurate.
About half (51%) of U.S. adults say they often
see political news online that is at least
somewhat inaccurate – a higher proportion
than those who say they see news that is
almost completely made up.

About a third say they often see madeup political news online; 51% say they
see inaccurate news
% of U.S. adults who often/sometimes/hardly ever or
never come across political news online that is …

Often
Completely
made up

32%

Not fully
accurate

Hardly ever/
never

Sometimes
39%

51

26%

27

19

Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Frequent spotters of made-up online political news are more likely to believe fake news causes
confusion – and are also more confident in their ability to identify it. Roughly eight-in-ten (82%)
of those who say they often see fake news online think such completely made-up news causes a
great deal of confusion, compared with 56% of those who see fake news less frequently. And 51% of
those who often see fake news are very confident in their ability to identify fake news, compared
with a third of those who see it less often.
To be sure, there are limits to what this self-reported information can capture, as it cannot
determine whether these levels of confidence are truly warranted. There could, for example, be
more fake news on the internet that goes unnoticed (despite high confidence in one’s ability to
detect it) or some news that is erroneously thought to be made up. Further research could help
tease out these different possibilities. What’s clear even now, however, is that Americans perceive
fake political news stories to be a consistent threat online – but see themselves as fairly adept at
detecting when a story is made-up.

www.pewresearch.org
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Some Americans say they have
contributed directly to the
distribution of fake news by
sharing it themselves. About a
quarter (23%) say they have
ever shared such stories, while
roughly equal portions say
they have shared made-up
news knowingly and
unknowingly.

About one in four report sharing fabricated news –
whether aware at the time or not
% of U.S. adults who say they …

Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion”
Fully 16% of U.S. adults say
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
they have shared fake political
news inadvertently, only
discovering later that it was entirely made up. This is more prevalent among those who say they
often see such fake political news stories (22%) than among those who say they see fake news less
often (13%), though no consistent demographic differences emerge.

A similar percentage, 14%, say they have shared fake news they knew was made-up – whether
because they want to spread misinformation, to “call out” the stories as fake, for the amusement
value, or for some other reason.
Taking these two questions together, about a quarter (23%) of U.S. adults say they have ever
shared a fake political news story online, whether knowingly or unknowingly, with 7% sharing
both when they did and did not know a story was made-up, 9% sharing only when they did not
know, and 7% sharing only when they did know.

www.pewresearch.org
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If the spread of fake news is a
problem, who bears
responsibility for addressing
it? In the month since the
presidential election, social
networking sites and search
engines have taken steps to
address the issue. And there
have been calls for the
government and the public
itself to take action as well.

Public, politicians, social media all receive share of
responsibility for stopping spread of fake news
% of U.S. adults who think ___ have a great deal/some/little or no
responsibility in preventing completely made-up news from gaining
attention

Americans collectively assign
Source: Survey conducted Dec. 1-4, 2016.
a fairly high and roughly
“Many Americans Believe Fake News Is Sowing Confusion”
equal amount of
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
responsibility to all three of
these groups. Fully 45% say
government, politicians and elected officials have a great deal of responsibility, roughly equal to
the proportion who say a great deal of responsibility lies with members of the public (43%) and
with social networking sites and search engines (42%).
While each of these three groups was seen as responsible by about an equal share of the public, it
is not the case that every American thinks each bears a great deal of responsibility. In fact, only
15% of U.S. adults say this of all three groups, while 58% named one (31%) or two (27%) of the
three groups.
Age is the only area where clear demographic differences emerge. Americans ages 50 and older are
more likely to place a great deal of responsibility on the government (53%) than those ages 18 to
49 (38%). There are no demographic differences for how much responsibility the public or social
networking sites and search engines owe.
There is also a partisan difference on how much responsibility the government has to prevent the
spread of fake news. While about half of both Republicans (48%) and Democrats (49%) say the
government has a great deal of responsibility, only about four-in-ten independents (38%) say so.
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There are no partisan differences in terms of the responsibility assigned to the two other groups,
however.
Those who say they often see made-up political news online are more likely to say each of the three
groups has a great deal of responsibility. About half (53%) place a great deal of responsibility on
politicians (compared with 41% who see fake political news online less often), on social networking
sites and search engines (53% vs. 37%) and on the public (51% vs. 39%).
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Methodology
The analysis in this report is based on a Pew Research Center survey conducted Dec. 1 through
Dec. 4, 2016, among a national sample of 1,002 adults, 18 years of age or older, living in the
continental United States. Fully 500 respondents were interviewed on landline telephones, and
502 were interviewed on cellphones, including 318 who had no landline telephones. The survey
was conducted by interviewers at Princeton Data Source under the direction of Princeton Survey
Research Associates International. A combination of landline and cellphone random-digit-dial
samples were used; both samples were provided by Survey Sampling International. Interviews
were conducted in English and Spanish. Respondents in the landline sample were selected by
randomly asking for the youngest adult male or female who was at home. Interviews in the
cellphone sample were conducted with the person who answered the phone, if that person was 18
years of age or older. For detailed information about our survey methodology, visit:
http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/
The combined landline and cellphone sample are weighted using an iterative technique that
matches gender, age, education, race, Hispanic origin and region to parameters from the U.S.
Census Bureau's 2014 American Community Survey and population density to parameters from
the decennial census. The sample also is weighted to match current patterns of telephone status
(landline only, cellphone only, or both landline and cellphone) based on extrapolations from the
2015 National Health Interview Survey. The weighting procedure also accounts for the fact that
respondents with both landlines and cellphones have a greater probability of being included in the
combined sample and adjusts for household size among respondents with landline phones. The
margins of error reported and statistical tests of significance are adjusted to account for the
survey’s design effect, a measure of how much efficiency is lost from the weighting procedures.
The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that
would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey:
Group
Total sample

Unweighted
sample size
1,002

Plus or minus …
3.6%

Sample sizes and sampling errors for subgroups are available upon request.
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Topline questionnaire
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
December 1-4, 2016 OMNIBUS
FINAL TOPLINE
N=1,002

ASK ALL:
PEW1. How often do you come across news stories about politics and government online that you think
are not fully accurate – often, sometimes, hardly ever, or never?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
51
27
8
10
3

Often
Sometimes
Hardly ever [OR]
Never
No answer

ASK ALL:
PEW2. And how about political news stories online that you think are almost completely MADE UP? Do
you come across those often, sometimes, hardly ever, or never?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
32
39
14
12
3

Often
Sometimes
Hardly ever [OR]
Never
No answer

ASK ALL:
PEW3. Have you ever shared a political news story online that you later found out was made up?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
16
83
1

Yes
No
No answer
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ASK ALL:
PEW4. And have you ever shared a political news story online that you thought AT THE TIME was made
up?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
14
85
1

Yes
No
No answer

ASK ALL:
PEW5. As you may have heard, there have recently been some instances of so called “fake news stories”
circulating widely online. How much responsibility does each of the following have in trying to prevent
made up stories from gaining attention? First, [INSERT ITEM, RANDOMIZE] Do they have a great deal
of responsibility, a fair amount of responsibility, not much responsibility, or no responsibility at all? ...
How about [NEXT ITEM]?
a) Members of the public
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
43
31
13
11
3

A great deal
A fair amount
Not much [OR]
None at all
No answer

b) The government, politicians, and elected officials
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
45
25
15
12
4
c)

A great deal
A fair amount
Not much [OR]
None at all
No answer

Social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter, and search sites like Google
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
42
29
12
13
5

A great deal
A fair amount
Not much [OR]
None at all
No answer
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ASK ALL:
PEW6. How confident are you in your own ability to recognize news that is made up? Are you very
confident, somewhat confident, not very confident, or not at all confident?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
39
45
9
6
1

Very
Somewhat
Not very [OR]
Not at all
No answer

ASK ALL:
PEW7. How much do you think these kinds of news stories leave Americans confused about the basic
facts of current issues and events – a great deal, some, not much, or not at all?
Dec 1-4
2016
N=1,002
64
24
6
4
1

A great deal
Some
Not much [OR]
Not at all
No answer
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