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Rating systems are widely accepted among and used by most fact-checkers. According to Mark 

Stencel, co-director of the Duke Reporters’ Lab, 70% of the 188 fact-checking outlets worldwide 

employ rating scales.  

But the idea has received backlash over the years, with critics alleging that the system reflects 

fact-checkers’ biases and potentially oversimplifies complex claims, NPR reported in 2012. Even 

some journalists have expressed frustration that a rating system is limited in reaching certain 

audiences or that it does not capture the nuance of complicated issues. 

Some research has shown minimal, if any, effect of the modern-day fact-checking practice in 

general on changing people’s minds or political behaviors. Scholars who studied the 

effectiveness of rating scales suggested little difference between the effectiveness of political 

fact-checking with a rating system and that without.  

So why do some outlets choose to adopt a rating system? What do fact-checkers think of a rating 

system? And is there a way to improve the practice of fact-checking while preserving the rating 

system?  

Based on interviews with professional fact-checkers and scholars, the picture emerging is that 

views of ratings on fact-checks are like polls of attitudes on Congress: Most see the system as 

flawed, but they like their rating system. While acknowledging that a rating system can be 

limited and that reporters need to be mindful when fact-checking, fact-checkers at outlets where 



a rating system is in place generally support having a rating system and feel little to no need to 

improve the existing scales.  

 

“Marketing gimmick” 

When Michael Dobbs proposed the idea of the Fact Checker column in 2007, the then-

Washington Post reporter had in mind a rating system using Pinocchio noses to measure the 

degree of falsehood in political claims. As he recalled in a study he authored in 2012, the more 

egregiously wrong a claim was, the longer the nose would be. 

The idea was later revised by Dobbs’ editor to award claims different numbers of Pinocchios. 

The use of the fictional character – by design, a boy with a long nose and a star-spangled hat – 

signifies the element of untruth by borrowing from the popular tale. 

In a Washington Post column, Glenn Kessler, Dobbs’ successor at the Post’s Fact Checker, 

further articulated the definitions of the Pinocchio Test. Ranging from One to Four Pinocchios, 

the system takes into consideration the degree of truth that’s included in each claim and the 

likelihood the claim is misleading or exaggerating existing facts to the audience. Similarly, the 

Post drew inspiration from the character Geppetto, the woodcarver who created Pinocchio, and 

now uses the Geppetto Checkmark to draw attention to claims that are unexpectedly true. Unlike 

PolitiFact, which rates some claims as true if proven to be completely factual, Kessler said the 

Post does not do anything that turns out to be “self-evidently true” because he thinks it would be 

a waste of time. 

The design, when first adopted, received much praise within the journalism industry for 

providing a fun and digestible approach to expose political lies, Dobbs wrote in his study.  



The use of Pinocchios makes it easier to draw audience in and help grow The Post’s readership, 

Kessler said. Referring to FactCheck.org, which chose not to use a rating system, he said that 

“they're not trying to sell newspapers. 

“We're in the news business,” he said. “News business means headlines, it means bottom line 

assessments, it means easy-tounderstand ways to find out what your bottom line ruling is… I’ve 

always said it’s a marketing gimmick.”  

Almost at the same time when The Pinocchio Test was born, PolitiFact, the fact-checking arm 

under the Poynter Institute, put forward its own six-pronged Truth-O-Meter ranging from True 

(for nothing but the truth) to Pants on Fire (for the most egregious and ridiculous claims).  

The ratings, widely referred to by politicians as well as everyday readers, also helps with 

marketing, said PolitiFact editor Katie Sanders as she drank from a plastic tumbler with a “Pants 

on Fire” logo on it.  

“I think it’s edgy, it’s flashy, I think it draws people in,” Sanders said. “And anytime we go out 

and about in the country and talk about a rating system in the United States, people are very 

amused by Pants on Fire.” 

The phrase “Pants on Fire,” derived from children’s rhyme “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” was 

PolitiFact’s effort to bring a sense of lightness to fact-checking, said PolitiFact reporter Jon 

Greenberg. “You' re obviously trying to inject a little bit of levity into the process,” Greenberg 

said. “And (it’s) not that we take our responsibilities lightly, but what we wanted to say there is 

we don't take ourselves so seriously.” 

Bill Adair, founder of PolitiFact and designer of the Truth-O-Meter, compared the process to 

promoting a healthy diet: “Everyone should eat broccoli every day. You should eat Brussel 



sprouts and kale, and you should have seven servings a day. But people don’t. So we need to 

give people this content in ways that are tasty but still respects its nutrition value.” 

But it’s exactly the tastiness and levity of those different rating scales that sow doubts in fact-

checkers who do not favor using a rating system. CNN reporter Daniel Dale, who said he would 

never build a rating scale if he were to start a fact-checking organization from scratch, said 

enticing readers with colorful labels built in a rating system was, to some readers, “treating 

political dishonesty with a kind of a lightness that it should not have. 

“We're turning the truth into … a kind of entertainment or game,” Dale said. 

Among all types of rating systems, the Pinocchio Test concerned Dale the most. Pinocchio, a 

symbol of intentional deception, should not be applied to those who are partly correct as it is to 

liars, he said. “I know one will be four Pinocchios, one will be one or two Pinocchios,” Dale 

said, “but I just think you want to differentiate between things that are partly right and things that 

are … completely invented in a more sincere way.” 

Jim Drinkard, former reporter at USA Today and former accountability editor at the Associated 

Press, expressed similar concerns about the use of the word “lie.” Pointing to PolitiFact’s 

practice of awarding “Lie of the Year,” Drinkard said there are better alternatives. The 

Associated Press does not use the word because it indicates intention, Drinkard said, whereas 

fact-checkers should not go further than what they really know and determine if a speaker 

knowingly spread information that wasn’t true.   

Except for the annual practice of “Lie of the Year,” PolitiFact avoids using the term “lie” even 

as some readers urge it to, because the term would “rob the word of some of its power,” wrote 

the organization’s editor Angie Holan in an explanatory article in 2018.  



  

Quick fix or oversimplification? Fact-checking is not rocket science. 

In terms of engaging readers, Dale said that to also capture the nuanced and complicated 

analyses in each fact-check, he prefers custom-written summaries as opposed to simple labels.  

Many fact-checkers echoed Dale’s concern that it’s hard for sophisticated political claims to fit 

perfectly into one of however many ratings a system has to offer.  

The debate is hardly new. As Dobbs recalls in his 2012 study, New York Times political reporter 

Richard Stevenson shared similar concerns. “If you lock yourselves into Pinocchio noses or 

Pants on Fire meters, you sometimes risk steering away from the nuances that you want to get 

across to readers,” he wrote.  

Adair, who invented the Truth-O-Meter, said the design of the rating scale adopted a “layered 

approach.” By presenting the rating first and a more nuanced analysis later in each fact-check, he 

said, the system offers readers a choice to either get a quick fix by glancing at the rating fact- 

checkers gave or go deeper into the analysis in each fact-check.  

The invention of the rating scale is also fact-checkers’ way of adapting to the reality of the 

modern way readers consume journalism and the development of technology to help spread 

information at a pace faster than ever, Adair said. “We know that readers don’t want to read an 

entire fact-check article because we don’t want to read an entire fact-check article,” he said. “We 

want to read a summary.” It’s almost unrealistic, he said, to hope that people would read through 

a thousand-word fact-check rather than a synopsis.   



But Adair also acknowledged the trade-offs. Fitting nuanced political claims into one of the six 

categories is challenging, he said, “and is going to be imperfect.” 

Brooke Jackson, founder of the FactCheck.org that operates without a rating system, said rating 

systems could result in “embarrassment.” “Some statements are clearly true, and some provably 

false, but there’s no agreed-upon method for determining the precise degree of mendacity in any 

statement that falls somewhere in between,” Jackson wrote in a 2012 article. 

The Associated Press doesn’t use a rating scale for several reasons, Drinkard said. As a wire service 

that provides news copy to partners around the world, the outlet itself doesn’t have full control of 

how the content is to be displayed online or in print. He also said language itself is the most 

powerful and accurate tool to present the facts.  

A strong suit of these rating systems, Graves said, is that it allows reporters and readers to easily 

track a speaker’s record of truth-telling. The practice is “only possible because (fact-checkers) 

make the effort to quantify sort of individual decisions that they reach about political statements,” 

Graves said. “Fact-checks can have a greater impact when they are easier to quote, easier to refer 

to and easier to tally up in that way.” 

But Drinkard perceives danger in quantifying the number of inaccurate claims, because it allows 

readers without the necessary context to misuse the ratings in a way they were not intended to be 

used. “Whoever is the president at the time is going to be the most fact-checked person in the 

universe,” Drinkard said. “So if you're counting up the number of wrong things that a politician 

says, the president is always going to have the most because they do the most public speaking and 

they are the most attended to.” PolitiFact, for example, lists on its website a number of speakers it 

https://www.politifact.com/personalities/https:/www.politifact.com/personalities/


fact-checks often. Among the Congressional leadership, Vice President Mike Pence and President 

Donald Trump, the latter had the most fact-checks – totaling 735.  

Dale said the reason he shies away from a fixed rating scale is that plain language grants fact- 

checkers more “flexibility.” Sometimes, Dale said, he also finds himself grappling with the 

inconsistency he felt between the rating and the actual analysis. For example, he would agree 

with Kessler’s reasoning behind certain fact-checks but disagree with the ratings Kessler 

assigned to the claims.  

From Kessler’s experience, one of the most frequent complaints he received from readers was 

that they disagreed with the ratings he assigned – that he was wrong. Even when his rating 

methods have been largely consistent over the years, readers’ responses can be simply partisan 

sometimes, he said.  

“Lately, particularly the Bernie Sanders people have gotten extremely upset,” Kessler said. “I 

mean … they treat him like a god, so you know, nothing he could say is wrong.” 

Kessler also said some readers complained that the Four Pinocchios – the highest degree of 

falsehood that resembles PolitiFact’s False and Pants on Fire  – does not differentiate between 

flat-out false claims and extremely ridiculous claims. “You give Trump Four Pinocchios 

saying…the moon is made out of bleu cheese,” Kessler said. “And then you give Four 

Pinocchios to this other politician for saying something that is wrong, but it's not … crazy 

wrong.” 

As commonly acknowledged by many fact-checkers, it is hard to apply a perfect rating to each 

claim. At PolitiFact, trainees were told that the truth isn’t always clear-cut, Graves noted in his 

book. “The very philosophy behind the Truth-O-Meter is shades of gray,” he wrote. The system 



prompted reporters to think like judges during the process of defending their own decisions on 

each rating, Graves wrote.  

As part of a rigorous system, PolitiFact adopted a “chambering process” where a panel of three 

PolitiFact journalists would review the rating and debate among the team as to what the rating 

should be. To make sure the organization stays consistent, an important step of the process is to 

look at similar claims and rulings in the past, Greenberg said.  

The debate among three editors over each fact-check demonstrates a good sense of check and 

balance, Sanders said. That’s what makes the process time-consuming sometimes, she said, but 

“we built that in because we take our rating seriously. We want them to be consistent and 

logical.” 

Many who have studied fact-checking extensively or who are professional fact-checkers stressed 

the point that fact-checking is never rocket science.  

“The process of evaluating a claim and assigning a rating is as much an art as a science that 

requires judgments by actual people,” Graves said. “It's not reducible to a simple consistent 

method that can be applied the same way all of the time.” 

Instead of a scientific process of dictating what’s true and what’s false, the practice of rating is 

more of a discussion, Greenberg said. “Let's just say it is a point of conversation. We understand 

different people might come up with a different answer. This is our answer based on the 

evidence, based on our conversation,” he said. “And that's the human part of having a rating 

system.”  

 



People stopped reading 

Rating scales in fact-checking are not meant to be taken as conclusions based on serious 

scientific research. But why are some readers so upset by the ratings?  

First of all, not all readers read a fact-check in its entirety. The easy-to-digest ratings saves 

readers time but also allows them to only fixate on the verdicts rather than the well-researched 

reporting behind them. 

Sometimes, readers may only remember the flashy verdicts, and the use of catchy labels 

surrender fact-checkers to criticism of inconsistency even when it carries no merit, Graves said. 

“What is most striking is just the rating itself,” he said. 

Sanders thinks that the phenomenon is partly due to the “saturated culture,” which she thinks is 

now the way readers consume information. “People look at tweets about stories without clicking 

to reading the whole context. People read headlines…, but that's our culture. I think that's just the 

way it is,” Sanders said. “So I'm really emphasizing, in my editing process, how to make sure our 

key points aren't being lost by words that aren't necessary or points that are tangential.” 

The way people process information may also offer insights into why some people are easily 

irked by ratings.  

It is hard to alter a belief that is deeply rooted in an individual, even if it’s proven to be 

misinformation. This effect is generally known as “motivated reasoning,” as noted in a 2015 

study co-authored by Michelle Amazeen, then-associate professor of advertising at Rider 

University. “Motivated reasoning leads people to reject information that runs counter to their 

views and cling to that which reinforces those views, even in the face of contradictory evidence,” 

the study said.  



In the political realm, motivated reasoning makes it difficult for some people to see beyond their 

partisan beliefs, the study noted. “Everything that we know about motivated reasoning and the 

tendency of people to find rationalizations that support their preexisting positions makes it not at 

all surprising that when people see a rating that they disagree with,” Graves said, “they're going 

to look for ways to invalidate it.”  

Adair, although still a supporter of the rating system, worried that it was missing certain readers. 

“I think it’s time to move beyond my beloved meter,” he wrote in 2018. “I have come to realize 

that in our polarized environment, the meter I invented is not reaching everyone, and not 

reaching conservatives in particular.”  

Conservatives would try to paint fact-checking organizations as “left-leaning” outlets, Adair 

noted in 2018. “We found conservatives often put the phrase in snarky quotes — ‘fact-checking’ 

— to suggest it is not legitimate,” he wrote. 

Other research, such as a 2018 study by researchers Gordon Pennycook and David Rand, 

suggests that readers who are susceptive to misinformation may also fail to recognize it because 

of a “lack of reasoning,” or, to put it another way, analytical thinking. Those who were actively 

engaged in critical thinking were less prone to disinformation, the study found.  

 

Improving the system 

Almost all the fact-checkers acknowledge that fact-checking is a world of trade-offs. So, is there 

a way we can minimize the blowback but maximize the benefits of a rating system? 



While some proposed ways to improve the rating system, many are generally resistant to the idea 

of a system overhaul. 

When asked the question whether PolitiFact would add a rating, for example, for claims that 

cannot be proven, Greenberg said changing the current rating scale would be “a big deal.” 

“It is something that is in the back of our minds,” Greenberg said. “It's just that … we don't have 

such huge problems with what we've got right now that it is worth revisiting such a fundamental 

part of our operation.”  

The Post added a new rating named “Bottomless Pinocchios” in December, largely as a result of 

repeated false claims by President Donald Trump, Kessler said. The rating is awarded to claims 

that have earned Three or Four Pinocchios and have been repeated at least 20 times, as defined 

by Kessler in 2018. 

But the Fact Checker is fine as is, Kessler said. “It would be a really difficult thing to try to 

change it,” he said. “Occasionally we've done things where we've kind of refined the definitions, 

but other than that, we haven't done much.” 

So what should fact-checkers do to address the concerns that have been raised? Some shared 

their insights.  

Start by acknowledging and articulating that fact-checking is not scientific research. The 

key to dial down the backlash, Graves said, is to “not … claim a degree of certainty that doesn't 

exist” and make good use of a digestible rating scale.  



“[F]act checkers can be transparent about the methodologies,” he said. “They can be careful not 

to claim that their ratings reflect anything more than the judgment (by) seasoned journalists who 

are doing their best making a goodfaith effort to apply verdicts in a consistent way.” 

Sanders said she would stress the importance of the context of each fact-check when promoting 

PolitiFact’s content on social media. “We need to just preach a better understanding of the big 

picture,” Sanders said. 

Stay consistent. Rating definitions should guide reporters through the fact-checking process, 

Greenberg said, and should be consulted to make sure the reporting remains consistent. “Make 

sure that you use those definitions always to anchor your conversations about what the rating 

should be,” he said. “And make sure you look at what you've done in the past because that 

should inform what you're doing today.” 

And there is merit to that. Kessler, who has been writing for the Fact Checker for nine years, 

described his email exchange with a reader who wrote to tell him that a claim he had just rated 

was the same as a fact-check he had done years ago. “So with great trepidation, I opened (the 

email) up to make sure that the Pinocchio rating was exactly the same,” Kessler said. “And 

actually it was.” 

Check your own bias. Many fact-checkers mentioned that they are more aware of their own bias 

when fact-checking Trump.  

When faced with a president who frequently makes false claims, Greenberg said, the team grew 

more “attentive” to dubious claims from Trump. “You're on your toes more, you're more likely 

to check something that you might let slide if somebody else said it because they generally are 



accurate.” But at the same time, there is the danger of getting used to false claims made by 

Trump, he said. 

That’s where the chambering process comes in as it offers reporters a fresh set of eyes, 

Greenberg said. When the PolitiFact D.C. bureau was rating a claim made by Trump on polling 

numbers, Greenberg said, the team in Washington was leaning toward Mostly False. But an 

editor based in Florida suggested Mostly True. 

“Because he said, look at this, his number is wrong, but it's not ludicrously wrong. It doesn't push 

you in the wrong direction,” Greenberg said. “And he argued our own jurisprudence on us in 

practices. We said, you are right, and it came out as a Mostly True.”  

Kessler shares a similar experience. Rating Trump on PolitiFact’s scale is worrisome because of 

how frequently he makes false claims, but the team still has to check against its own biases to 

hold him to the same standard as every other politician. “We once nearly gave Trump a One 

Pinocchio,” Kessler said, “and I was like, wait a second, if Obama said this we would definitely 

give another two.” 

Explore alternatives to present the facts. To continue his endeavor to reach a wider audience, 

Adair said he and his colleagues at Duke University are researching a new way to present on-

screen live fact-checks on TV to what he called “Do-It-Yourselfers.” 

“They don’t want us to summarize the facts for them; they just want to know the facts.” Adair 

said of the Do-It-Yourselfers. Instead of presenting rated fact-checks, Adair said his research 

would explore two alternatives: 1) give the subjects facts and leave the decision up to the 

subjects themselves, and 2) show the subjects terms such as “Half True” or “False” without a 

meter.  



But that doesn’t mean the Truth-O-Meter needs to be revised, Adair said. “I’m just wondering if 

we can present fact-check content in different ways that may or may not include the 

TruthOMeter.”  

Graves said outlets with a rating scale and those without complement each other, as they both 

recognize each other’s work and form a diverse environment together. “You want fact-checkers 

testing … the best ways to make a difference in public discourse, and make it easier for people to 

find the truth, and make it easier to discourage politicians from repeating false claims,” Graves 

said. “That's more likely when you have lots of organizations trying out lots of different things 

than it is if you have a monoculture where everyone's just doing the same thing.” 


