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Chapter 1: Introduction 

I started out at The Columbia Missourian as a local government reporter two and a half years 

ago. Without a clue of what the U.S. politics was like, I soon started learning about it by 

covering the city government in Columbia. While covering tax issues, substance abuse as well as 

the spring municipal election, I found myself frequently examining documents to back up 

politicians’ claims and sometimes asking them for proof. 

A year later, I changed my focus to report on issues on a larger scale. During the four months 

walking the halls in Jefferson City, I often took it with a grain of salt whenever lobbyists and 

lawmakers spoke of a piece of legislature without offering supporting evidence.  

It was when I was exposed to the reporting process at PolitiFact that I realized that I had been 

conducting fact-checks all along while covering politics at different levels. My experience at 

PolitiFact taught me how to spot checkable dubious claims, to track down independent sources 

and to defend my ratings. However, I also took notice that, more often than not, my classmates 

and I would struggle to reach a consensus on which rating we should assign to a claim.  

What kind of controversy has the rating system brought, if any? And how can we improve the 

rating system to further contribute to the public discourse? 

I chose to zoom in on the rating system because I wanted to answer those questions I had as well 

as to help fact-checkers brainstorm for new ideas to strengthen the current rating system and the 

practice of fact-checking.  

Research I conducted suggested clashes between fact-checkers at news outlets with a rating scale 

and those without, and my interviews with multiple researchers as well as professional fact-

checkers further proved that point and offered more insights to the topic. While rating systems 
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generally offer readers a quick glance at the analysis behind each claim, they also invited criticism 

from readers who questioned the accuracy of the rating and from journalists who warned against 

the risk of oversimplification through assigning fixed labels to sophisticated issues. 

For the professional component of my project, I worked as a reporter intern at the Center for 

Responsive Politics, where I wrote about an array of topics including foreign and domestic 

lobbying, super PAC spending, political advertisement and industry spending. I learned how to 

write about national politics from a campaign finance perspective and advanced my skills on 

deadline writing and data analysis, among others. My opportunity writing about money in politics 

encouraged me to study the campaign finance laws at the national level, dig through documents to 

find otherwise overlooked information and pitch story ideas from a brand-new angle. I’ve fostered 

the habit of examining fact-checking websites for background information I need for certain 

politicians or pieces of legislature. The fact-checks often offered ample evidence and nuanced 

analysis that I needed while researching a certain topic. The ratings also helped me a great deal 

when I sought quick opinions on certain political claims when on deadline.   

Through this project, I’ve learned much more about both the ongoing debate among fact-checkers 

on the pros and cons of a rating system and the world of writing about money in politics in an 

exploding news cycle. Both aspects of my experience in D.C. helped prepare me to become a 

future political reporter who knows always to look for evidence instead of conducting “he said, 

she said” reporting and to explore the paper trail politicians and lobbyists leave behind.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Theoretical framework 

The fact-checking process before publication, according to Lucas Graves in his book Deciding 

What’s True: The Rise of Political Fact-Checking in American Journalism, speaks to “the 

imperative to eliminate untruth,” which means fact-checkers need to discern between facts and lies 

and make judgments to discard or call out misinformation (Graves, 2016). This nature of fact-

checking largely fits into the framework of gatekeeping theory invented by psychologist Kurt 

Lewin in 1947.  

Lewin coined the term “gate keeper” in his series “Frontiers in Group Dynamics,” which included 

an analysis of the decision-making process behind food selection (Lewin, 1947). Lewin argued 

that there is a “gate” at work at each stage of the process of determining what kind of food would 

finally make it to the dinner table, and each gate is “governed either by impartial rules or by ‘gate 

keepers.’” (Lewin, 1947, p. 145). For instance, decisions are made over which type of food to grow 

and which to buy at a grocery store (p. 145). In this case, decision makers act as the “gate keepers” 

and play a vital role in controlling what type of food to take into consideration and what not at 

each “gate” (p. 145). They guard the gate to keep certain choices out and let others in according to 

their own standards (Lewin, 1947).  

In his article, Lewin (1947) mentioned that the theory of gatekeeping also applies outside of the 

psychology realm. “This holds not only for food channels but also for the travelling of a news item 

through certain communication channels in a group, for movements of goods, and the social 

locomotion of individuals in many organizations,” Lewin wrote (p.145). The theory was then first 

expanded to the field of communication studies by David Manning White in a case study in 1950 

to explain how reporters and editors decide what stories to include in the newspaper. 
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Lewin (1947) further argued that it’s important to understand the “forces” influencing gatekeepers’ 

decisions, which Lewin said “depend partly on their ideology, that is their system of values and 

beliefs which determine what they consider to be ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ and partly on the way they 

perceive the particular situation” (p. 146). White’s case study argued that a news story is 

transferred from one gatekeeper to another, who made judgments over whether the story is 

important enough to be put in the paper (White, 1950). His research subject, “Mr. Gates,” would 

receive wire stories and decide which ones to use in the paper and where (White, 1950). White 

found that Mr. Gates would discard stories overcrowded with statistics, avoid sensationalism and 

use fewer stories coming in later in the day because of the lack of space in the paper (White, 1950). 

White concluded that the decision-making process was “reliant upon value-judgments based on 

the gate keeper’s own set of experiences, attitudes and expectations” (p. 386). Eventually, 

reflecting upon his news selection, Mr. Gates said he selected stories based on what he called “the 

clarity trio,” which included “clarity, conciseness and angle” (p. 390). As Quandt and Singer (2009) 

stated in their article “Convergence and Cross-Platform Content Production” published in The 

Handbook of Journalism Studies, journalists are expected to provide evidence and assume 

accountability for their reporting, which should reflect certain “journalistic norms (such) as truth-

telling and fairness.” It should be noted that Mr. Gates’ alignment with journalists’ obligation to 

report truthfully, which in turn gives a story “clarity” as he claimed, was at play during his selection 

of articles.  

In 2001, a study took a closer look at the forces at work during a gatekeeping process in mass 

communications and concluded that two kinds of forces contribute to the decision making over 

what makes it through the media channels and becomes news: “individual” and “routine forces” 

(Shoemaker, et al, 2001). Reviewing White’s experiment on Mr. Gates, Shoemaker and other co-
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authors of the study argued that Mr. Gates made his decisions based on not only his “personal 

beliefs” but also “his knowledge of news routines” (p.235). As demonstrated by this study, both 

individual values and a common understanding of the journalism industry standard are at work 

when reporters and editors decide what to include in a news story and which stories to publish. 

With the emergence of technology and social media, the line between traditional journalists 

serving as gate keepers and non-journalistic citizens or groups assuming the same role became 

blurry (Wallace, 2017). Scholars such as Wallace argued that the traditional gatekeeping theory is 

being challenged and therefore needs revision (Wallace, 2017; Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). Barzilai-

Nahon (2008), in developing the “Network Gatekeeping Identification Theory,” stressed that 

audiences also assume a role she called “the gated” in relation to journalists as the gate keepers. 

Painting a more complicated picture of mass media in the context of modern communication, she 

argued that the audience can assert influence on what the gate keeper lets through the gates, and 

the flow of information is no longer one direction and solely reliant on journalists to disseminate 

(Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). Meanwhile, scholars such as Vos (2015) demanded a more up-to-date 

version of gatekeeping theory to be compatible with the “contemporary media ecologies” (Wallace, 

2017).  

Although some may argue that the traditional gatekeeping theory needs an update to better describe 

communication in today’s society, the fundamental idea of an individual or group acting as the 

gate keeper filtering out information according to one’s own value judgments as well as a 

commonly acknowledged routine remains the same. In political news coverage, scholars 

discovered that some media outlets also displayed a partisan bias when selecting which pieces of 

information to publish and which to leave out (Haselmeyer et al., 2017). As I will discuss in the 

rest of my literature review, the process of fact-checking follows the idea of gatekeeping in that 
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journalists, whose first obligation is to the truth (Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007), raise questions 

about the information they gather and keep out misinformation. 

“Adverse culture” and rebellion against “objectivity” 

The application of the term “objectivity” in the field of journalism began around the 1920s when 

there appeared to be a “growing recognition that journalists were full of bias, often unconsciously” 

(Dean, 2013). Graves has a similar observation, arguing that objectivity emerged as a norm 

following World War I (Scriber, 2016). “That represented a break from what had been a tradition 

of partisan reporting in the previous century,” Graves (2016) said during an interview with 

National Geographic Deputy Research Director Brad Scriber.  

In his book Public Opinion, Lippmann (1922) explained at length what kind of objectivity is 

expected from journalists. Journalists bear witness to events, but Lippmann argued that witness 

accounts, even when made in “good faith,” can be quite erroneous, and that the credibility of a 

witness varies “as to classes of witnesses and classes of events, and also as to type of perception” 

(p. 32). The observation of an “untrained observer” can be tainted by his or her own memory as 

well as imagination, which is creative in nature (p. 32). Lippmann further argued that the world 

isn’t objective in nature but is on the contrary quite “unreasoning” (p. 161). This adds to the 

difficulty for journalists to make sense of social events, let alone to break it down for their readers, 

who are just as susceptive to sensations.  

What journalists need, therefore, is to rely on the power of science, or, as Lippmann would say, 

“discipline” (Lippmann, 1919). “There is but one kind of unity possible in a world as diverse as 

ours. It is unity of method, rather than aim; the unity of disciplined experiment,” Lippmann noted 

(1919). As Dean (2013) neatly summarized, Lippmann’s idea of objectivity speaks to the method 

https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/journalism-essentials/bias-objectivity/lost-meaning-objectivity/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1919/11/the-basic-problem-of-democracy/569095/
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journalists employ while reporting, instead of journalists themselves. Lippmann argued that in a 

setting where every fact and relation can be represented by a unique term, it would be possible to 

have communications without confusion (Lippman, 1922). “In the exact sciences there is an 

approach to this ideal, and that is part of the reason why of all forms of world-wide cooperation, 

scientific inquiry is the most effective” (p. 26).  

Almost 60 years later, when Schudson reviewed Lippmann’s idea of objectivity as applied in the 

journalism industry, he pointed out that Lippmann’s view of news was too narrow (Schudson, 

1978). Lippmann (1922) argued that news and truth serve different purposes. News is “to signalize 

an event” whereas truth is to “bring to light the hidden facts, to set them into relation with each 

other, and make a picture of reality on which men can act” (p. 140). However, in Schudson’s view, 

Lippmann’s understanding of the news was quite passive, because Lippmann felt journalists could 

produce news of higher quality only when the government or other sources “provided them with 

more reliable data” (Schudson, 1978). Schudson further argued that in cases where agencies 

holding great power tend to manipulate the news, especially after the 1920s when public relations 

was on the rise, it was harder for journalists to produce news that was actually sufficient (p. 176).  

Schudson stated at the very beginning of his chapter “Objectivity, News Management and the 

Critical Culture” that “objectivity” was abused in the 1960s (Schudson, 1978). He noted that there 

was a rise of an “adverse culture” that was catalyzed by the “political and cultural ferment of the 

1960s” (p. 177). Lionel Trilling used “adverse culture” in 1965 to account for “the subversive 

intention” that characterized modern literature (p. 176). The style of writing gives a reader ground 

to jump out of what the cultural context imposed on him and think independently, “judge and 

condemn, and perhaps revise, the culture that produced him” (p. 177). Following World War II, a 

series of conflicts that shook the nation as a whole spurred growing public distrust in their 
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government, and more and more educated audiences began to pay attention to and participate in 

politics (Schudson, 1978). Young reporters newly recruited to the field, who frequently covered 

civil movements, developed sympathy toward the adverse culture and found themselves deeply 

influenced by it (Schudson, 1978). Schudson called it “the rebellion of young reporters in the 

sixties” (p. 181). 

The adverse culture was “adversary” against the reporting style of “conventional journalism” (p. 

183). The notion of objectivity came under fire with critics arguing that the traditional reporting 

was set on reporters’ own assumptions, written in an “impersonal narrative style” and biased in 

favor of institutional powers such as the government (Schudson, 1978). Similarly, Graves reflected 

on the Red Scare in the 1950s and concluded that even though journalists reported political claims 

accurately, they were manipulated by politicians who made the claims to misinform the public 

(Scriber, 2016). Consequentially, the rise of investigative journalism, which Schudson regarded as 

a development of the “muckraking tradition” of journalism that challenges authority, took place in 

the 1960s and gained much public attention specifically after the Watergate investigation done by 

Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein in the 1970s (Schudson, 1978). He noted that “the investigative 

tradition distinguishes its aggressiveness from objective reporting’s passivity” (p.189). Overall, 

journalism experienced a “coming of age” beginning in the mid-1960s as contextual reporting 

emerged and grew popular, challenging authorities with reporters asking sharper questions and 

writing longer stories, sometimes pivoting away from political coverage (Fink & Schudson, 2014).  

Graves, Nyhan and Reifler took note of this criticism of objectivity and the emergence of a new 

form of journalism as evident in their study on the growth of fact-checking (2015), in which they 

recognized the push from within the industry away from “neutral, value-free reporting” that merely 

consisted of piles of facts gathered by reporters (p. 2). Starting from the 1950s, stories gradually 
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grew interpretive and analytical as a result of what scholars identified as a mix of different factors, 

including better education, data of higher quality and quantity as well as, again, the growing public 

distrust toward the government (Graves, Nyhan and Reifler, 2015). The rise of computer science 

contributed to what became known as “precision journalism” in the 1970s – a creation of Philip 

Meyer’s when he addressed the power statistical analysis lends to journalism in his book (1973). 

The advancing technology also brought about the form of “public journalism” in the 1990s, which 

had no articulate definition at the time, specifically because scholars agreed that the idea was still 

being invented and would need improvements as technology evolved (Glasser, 1999). The open-

ended form of journalism addressed the importance for the private press to engage the public, 

include the readers into everyday discourse and connect with local audience (Glass, 1999; Graves, 

Nyhan and Reifler, 2015). All these forms of journalism rebelled against the idea of objectivity 

and revised the notion to better suit societal developments.  

Graves, Nyhan and Reifler noted in their study that the challenge of the notion of objectivity also 

contributed to the development of fact-checking, in that fact-checkers opposed the traditional “he 

said, she said” reporting and argued that “the new genre is truer to journalism’s mission as a truth-

seeker and political watchdog” (p. 3). They regarded this emerging type of reporting as an 

innovation that approaches the traditional “Fourth Estate” role of media in a new fashion (p. 3). 

Graves (2016) further elaborated the point in his book, arguing that fact-checkers aimed to reform 

the traditional practice of journalism and “say their approach corrects for the failures of 

conventional reporting” (p. 12). He argued that the rise of political fact-checking and interpretive 

journalism in general was partially a result of journalists answering to “a higher calling” — 

“making sense of the world” — rather than “simply recording events and transmitting claims” (p. 

65). 
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The emergence and evolution of fact-checking in America 

“Organized political fact-checking by professional journalists is barely a dozen years old,” Graves 

(2016) concluded in his book Deciding What’s True: The Rise of Political Fact-Checking in 

American Journalism. However, the practice of fact-checking emerged in the journalism industry 

long before fact-checking organizations first sprouted. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2019), the term “proofreader” was first used in 1803 

in The Port Folio, a Philadelphia magazine that was published between 1801 and 1827. A 

proofreader, according to The Port Folio, checks for “pernicious” errors especially in reprinted 

editions of “the Greek or Roman classics” (2019). In hindsight, Graves (2016) pointed out that the 

mentioning of copy editors came “a century later” than the time “proofreader” first appeared in the 

U.S. 

TIME reporter Merrill Fabry took a look at the history of fact-checking in 2017, arguing that the 

American journalism industry did not focus on fact-checking until “around the turn of the 20th 

century, between the sensational yellow journalism in the 1890s and muckraking in the early 1900s” 

(Fabry, 2017). In the 1920s and 1930s, right around the time when newsrooms started to embrace 

the concept of objectivity, national magazines began having their own “full-fledged fact-checking 

departments” (Graves, 2016). Before then, there were certain news outlets with fact-checking 

operations, Fabry (2017) argued, but the focus was to call people out instead of catching errors 

before stories go to print.    

It’s perhaps commonly recognized that the first fact-checking practice took place at TIME in the 

1920s when the magazine hired staff to conduct pre-publication fact-checks, such as name and 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/265354?redirectedFrom=proofreader#eid
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date verifications (Fabry, 2017; Smith, 2004; Graves, 2016). The magazine’s founders, Briton 

Hadden and Henry Luce, once considered naming the publication Facts (Fabry, 2017). The hiring 

of checkers came even before the term “fact-checker” was first seen in publications in 1937, when 

TIME published an ad expanding its fact-checking team (Fabry, 2017). Following TIME’s practice, 

The New Yorker started to examine the facts thoroughly in 1927, and Newsweek followed in 1933 

(Fabry, 2017). It’s interesting to note that all these fact-checkers at the early news outlets were 

female, because of their discriminatory environment, and the job was “considered women’s work” 

(Smith, 2004). In Fabry’s view, TIME’s first fact-checker Nancy Ford, along with her all-female 

colleagues, challenged an all-male editorial crew in the newsroom (2017). The fact-checking line 

of work was exclusively made up of women until a sex-segregation complaint was filed by female 

staff at Newsweek in 1971 (Fabry, 2017). The job was thereafter open to men as well (Fabry, 2017). 

Fact-checking at TIME and Newsweek was done in a traditional fashion, which Graves called 

“internal fact-checking” in his book (2016). The approach is focused on fixing or leaving out 

erroneous information gathered during the reporting process rather than highlighting the 

misinformation itself or the source of the misinformation (Graves, 2016). John McPhee, writer for 

the New Yorker, for example, went to great length tracking down a source at a shopping mall to 

confirm one paragraph in his six-thousand-word story so that the paragraph could live (Graves, 

2016). “The goal of traditional fact-checking … is to make sure that something is accurate before 

it’s made public,” Graves said during his interview with Scriber (2016). 

The internal fact-checking process differs from what fact-checking organizations now do: 

checking political claims that are already published and calling people out for their false statements. 

This new style of fact-checking, Graves (2016) argued, “has precursors … most directly in the 

‘adwatch’ reports on campaign commercials that proliferated in the 1990s.” According to the  
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Encyclopedia of Political Communication published by SAGE, an ad watch offers evaluations of 

political advertisements (2008). It’s commonly accepted that the practice was first encouraged by 

Washington Post columnist David Broder, who recommended that journalists keep an eye on 

messages conveyed to the public through political ads after George Herbert Walker Bush’s 

campaign ads attacked his opponent Michael Dukakis with largely false claims in 1988 (Tedesco, 

2008; Richardson, 2012; Graves, 2016).  

The new fact-checking style, which has been around for over a decade, further challenges the 

notion of fair and balanced reporting, as reporters who were not supposed to take sides now have 

to dig deep into the facts and decide “which side is right” (Graves, 2016). Fact-checkers are now 

required “to challenge public figures by publicizing their mistakes, exaggerations, and deceptions. 

(The practice) asks them to intervene in heated political debates and decide who has the facts on 

their side” (Graves, 2016).  

Again, many scholars pointed out that this new way of fact-checking counters the conventional 

journalism and the traditional definition of objectivity, an attempt to seek the truth underneath the 

politicians’ spin without solely relying on government officials (Graves, 2016; Graves, Nyhan and 

Reifler, 2015). The emergence of new fact-checking also mirrors technological development over 

the years (Graves, 2016), and studies show that computer algorithms are now helping make fact-

checking more efficient (Thorne and Vlachos, 2018; Arslan, et al., 2017; Bollen, et al., 2015). 

Fact-checking organizations were launched in the past decade, such as FactCheck.org in 2003 and 

PolitiFact and the Washington Post’s The Fact Checker in 2007. These organizations check for 

three major categories of misinformation: claims made by politicians, viral hoaxes online and 

narrowly centered controversies (Brandtzaeg and Folstad, 2017). 
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A challenging future: effect of fact-checking 

Born out of the public distrust toward government authorities and the desire for independent truth-

seeking, is fact-checking truly reaching and enlightening its audience?  

Some studies done thus far paint a challenging picture. 

The practice of fact-checking was popular during the 2012 election, with lots of reporters 

swarming over political claims and calling out false information (Graves, 2016; Gottfried, et al., 

2013). Before then, Graves argued that the very first major event fact-checkers ever closely 

followed in the “contemporary fact-checking landscape” was the 2009 Obama healthcare reform 

(2016). Some of the most egregious claims were made against the healthcare plan, including a 

popular “death panel” claim made by former lieutenant governor of New York Betsy McCaughey 

and then picked up by former Alaska governor and vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin (Graves, 

2016). The claim sent a false message that Obama’s healthcare reform would require elderly 

people to receive counselling on ending their life, and despite the fact that the media reacted swiftly 

by breaking the claim down, calling it the “Lie of the Year” or even printing it on the front page, 

the statement sailed through, repeated over time by conservative legislators as well as pundits 

(Graves, 2016). “These interventions did little to promote more reasonable public discourse about 

health care,” Graves concluded. 

Gottfried et al. looked at the efficiency of fact-checking during the 2012 election campaign and 

concluded that experiment subjects who went to fact-checking websites tended to give more 

accurate answers and understand the stances of candidates better than those who did not (Gottfried, 

et al., 2013). However, they acknowledged that as part of a political strategy, politicians allow 

their campaigns to repeat false claims and discredit fact-checking organizations by accusing them 
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of bias, confident that this would generate a larger impact than fact-checkers’ ruling against them 

(Gottfried, et al., 2013). Politicians tend to promote fact-checks that are in their favor, and 

disqualify or even disregard those that would work against them (Gottfried, et al., 2013). In their 

analysis of previous studies, Gottfried et al. (2013) pointed out that studies showed that humans 

tend to shy away from knowledge that differs from their beliefs, which makes it even harder for 

corrections to have a positive impact on changing one’s mind. They listed an ironic example when 

presidential candidate Mitt Romney expressed frustration with Obama’s campaign, which Romney 

said disregarded the fact-checks against him (Gottfried, et al., 2013). “You know, in the past, when 

people pointed out that something was inaccurate, why, campaigns pulled the ad. . . . They were 

embarrassed. Today, they just blast ahead,” Romney said (Gottfried, et al., 2013). 

Some studies suggested that fact-checking has an influence on voters’ views about political 

candidates (Wintersieck, 2017) or their judgment of political advertising (Fridkin, et al., 2015). 

However, Wintersieck’s study (2017) recruited student participants from political science courses 

at a university, all of whom must have been exposed to political studies to some extent. The sample 

is thus not representative enough of the general voters in America. Fridkin et al. (2015) detailed 

their methods as presenting participants with fact-checks right after they view a randomly assigned 

political ad. However, Nyhan and Reifler (2010) had criticized similar methodology, arguing that 

simply delivering fact-checks to participants as determined truth was not an accurate modelling of 

what happens in real life where people are exposed to corrective information in a less definitive 

way. 

Graves argued that there are three possible ways for fact-checking to create an impact: First, it may 

inform readers by offering correct information and guide them away from false claims, so that 

maybe they will change their mind; second, the practice may inspire other journalists to engage in 
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the fact-checking style of reporting rather than merely balancing out views from both sides; finally, 

fact-checking may keep politicians in check and discourage them from lying (Graves, 2016). To 

some extent, fact-checking did stop some from making false statements, as Washington Post 

columnist Glenn Kessler once remembered that a senator told his staff to read the paper’s fact-

checking column articles to make sure he doesn’t misspeak (Graves, 2016). Many others, though, 

didn’t seem to care (Graves, 2016). 

Many other studies conducted experiments that suggested that fact-checking has little effect on 

people’s beliefs, if any. In a study by Nyhan et al. (2019), for example, the results showed that 

fact-checking “could reduce misperceptions but often have minimal effects on candidate 

evaluations or vote choice” (Nyhan et al., 2019). Over a decade earlier, Nyhan and Reifler (2010) 

conducted two rounds of experiments and concluded that corrective information did not reduce 

misperceptions among participants, and even solidified misinformation in some cases. They 

labeled the latter observation as a “backfire” effect (Nyhan and Reifler, 2010). Previous research 

showed that people who were met with information countering their political beliefs would hold 

their position more strongly than before (Nyhan and Reifler, 2010).  

Thorson (2016) referenced Nyhan and Reifler’s 2010 study and proposed the concept of “belief 

echoes,” which referred to the effect misinformation has on people’s beliefs even after the 

information is proven false. Her findings suggested that false political information would still 

shape people’s attitude toward politics after getting discredited through thorough fact-checking by 

journalists (Thorson, 2016). 

However, later studies have shown that the “backfire effect” may have been somewhat exaggerated. 

Prior to the 2016 presidential election in the United States, for example, four researchers from 

across the world gathered to conduct experiments on the impact of source credibility and 
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partisanship on people’s reaction to information and misinformation (Swire, et al, 2017). The study 

concluded that there was no evidence of the so-called “backfire effect,” as research subjects’ belief 

in misinformation dropped instead of growing stronger after being presented with corrections 

(Swire, et al, 2017).  The study (Swire, et al, 2017) also concluded that “the worldview backfire 

effects are not the norm and may only occur under very specific circumstances.” 

Many fact-checkers themselves remained cautious when determining how much of an influence 

their fact-checks had on their readers (Graves, 2016). Interestingly, in comparison to the nature of 

fact-checking, which counters the conventional “he said, she said” reporting that seemed neutral 

and fair, Graves (2016) pointed out that some fact-checkers are now “falling back on a classic 

lesson of objective journalism” and claiming that as journalists it’s not their role to convince or 

influence but to merely report the facts. The Washington Post’s Michael Dobbs said at a 2011 

conference that fact-checking should not be about changing course of actions, but about “reporting 

things honestly and truly” (Graves, 2016). 

Overall, a lot of the research done on the effect of fact-checking shows a lack of positive influence 

on guiding people toward the truth. Moreover, some fact-checkers are reluctant to give credit to 

their work as asserting influences on changing people’s mind. Some, such as Kessler, did show 

optimism toward fact-checking. Kessler argued that there’s a “hunger” among the American public 

for explanatory journalism (Graves, 2016). 

 

Common code of conduct: The practice of fact-checking 

In his book, Graves (2016) recalled an editor at FactCheck.org explaining fact-checking to a group 

of Russian journalists: “It’s standard journalism practices that should be used more by more 
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journalists, but sometimes they don’t have the time or they’re on deadline …. And that’s where 

we try to come in.” The emergence and development of social media platforms lowered the 

threshold for people to disseminate information, but it also means higher intensity for reporters to 

compete against other news organizations getting the word out. “…The market is competitive, and 

there’s pressure to print or broadcast before a story is scooped elsewhere,” Smith argued in her 

book The Fact Checker’s Bible (2004). The editor at FactCheck.org argued that when time is 

ticking, much of the coverage becomes “he said, she said” reporting, leaving readers confused over 

what to believe (Graves, 2016).  

“There simply isn’t time for an extra step,” Smith (2004) said. Although every journalist is 

expected to check their facts, the workload they bear makes them reluctant to the idea of going 

that extra mile, which is time- and energy-consuming (Smith, 2004). However, it’s for this exact 

reason that fact-checking is of grave importance, because news organizations need this extra step 

to build and maintain their reputation as a trustworthy source of information (Smith, 2004). 

So how should fact-checkers perform a duty of such importance? In 2016, the International Fact-

Checking Network designed a set of principles for journalists to follow (Poynter, 2016). The 

organization proposed that fact-checkers should hew to five principles: “nonpartisanship and 

fairness,” “transparency of sources,” “transparency of funding and organization,” “transparency 

of methodology” and “open and honest corrections” (Poynter, 2016). The code of principles 

requires an open and standardized fact-checking process, independent sourcing as well as 

disclosure of conflict of interest (Poynter, 2016). 

The code offers general guidance to fact-checkers, but Smith (2004) argued there are “few, if any, 

absolute rules” as to how to conduct fact-checks, because a story can be approached in various 

ways. The three major fact-checking organizations — PolitiFact, FactCheck.org and the 
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Washington Post’s The Fact Checker column — differ from each other in their policies from the 

get-go when they decide what facts they choose to check (Graves, 2016). The Fact Checker column 

at the Washington Post only focuses on “statements by political figures and government officials,” 

whereas FactCheck.org has a wider array of targets, including not only politicians but also political 

action committees, labor unions and other political organizations (Graves, 2016). At PolitiFact, 

anyone who speaks of American politics is deemed checkable (Graves, 2016). 

There’s a lot of common ground on what’s checkable among different fact-checking organizations, 

because the rules of thumb are commonly accepted (Graves, 2016). Graves (2016) pointed out that 

only “facts” instead of “opinions” are checkable. Reporters are refrained from checking “should” 

statements because these claims are merely asserting personal opinions (Graves, 2016). There are 

also certain times when fact-checking a piece of information is infeasible either due to the lack of 

reliable data or experts, or that reporters must rely heavily on the authoritative source and would 

have little autonomy if without (Graves, 2016). Graves (2016) argued that the selection of which 

facts to check also reflects common journalism values. Generally, claims that are of great relevance 

or interest to the public or that cause huge controversy tend to receive the highest attention (Graves, 

2016). At PolitiFact (Graves, 2016), the most important principle it has in terms of statement 

selection was “whether a typical person who heard the statement would wonder, Is that true?” 

In another study in 2017, Graves laid out five areas of fact-checking: “choosing claims to check,” 

“contacting the speaker,” “tracing false claims,” “dealing with experts” and “showing your work” 

(Graves, 2017). His book (2016) provided more insights into each step of the fact-checking process. 

After researching the three major fact-checking organizations, Graves (2016) concluded that 

although there are some nuances among the three agencies, it’s common practice to: 
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• trace back to the origin of a claim by reaching out to the original source of the statement 

for “backup” documentation; 

• independently branch out to public data and use nonpartisan, independent and on-the-

record sources if referencing experts; 

• avoid sourcing left- or right-leaning think tanks disguised as a neutral organization, and 

• be mindful about the context the statement is wrapped around. 

The first three tips seem loud and clear. When it comes to deciding whether a claim lacks context 

and what rating it should earn, Graves (2016) argued that the line between two ratings isn’t always 

clear-cut. 

Trainees at PolitiFact were told that “…this is a human enterprise, and the truth isn’t black and 

white,” Graves (2016) wrote in his field notes. “The very philosophy behind the Truth-O-Meter is 

shades of gray” (Graves, 2016). At PolitiFact, the Truth-O-Meter reporters used to give each 

statement a ruling, has six levels: True, Mostly True, Half True, Mostly False, False and Pants on 

Fire. Each rating was given a definition that reporters can refer to when they try to chamber for a 

claim’s final rating. However, it was noted in PolitiFact’s manual that truth is never clear-cut 

(Graves, 2016). 

If there’s no right answer to how a claim should be rated, how do fact-checkers approach any rating 

at PolitiFact? Graves (2016) argued that it’s a two-step process: reporters need to first thoroughly 

research the claim and present the process like a “legal argument” in their writing so as to justify 

their proposed rating. The story produced during the first step should be one “about reporting work 

– about the conduct of journalism” (p. 149). Then, the story is ready for “chamber,” where a panel 

consisting of three editors works to reach a consensus over the final ruling (Graves, 2016). The 
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chambering process should be based on a set of principles introduced by a PolitiFact editor in 

2011, which stressed the importance of accurate wording and context and disclaimed that rulings 

are made on the overall statements and the information available as of when the statement was 

made (Graves, 2016).   

The chambering process is by no means “scientific,” Graves (2016) argued, but it’s not the goal 

the process is designed to achieve. He acknowledged the flaw in the system due to the inclination 

among panelists to reach a consensus as well as a reluctance to push back on the writer’s own 

judgment (Graves, 2016). However, this allows participants who are involved in the chambering 

process to defend their own standpoint over a claim, especially when the ruling of a statement 

sparks division between them that seems hard to bridge (Graves, 2016).  

 “The Truth-O-Meter manual urges journalists to think like judges,” Graves (2016) said. The 

fundamental goal is not about reaching the perfect bulletproof ruling but to make it a routine so 

that reporters continue to engage in this brainstorm process where they “critique and adjust their 

own methods” (Graves, 2016). 

Rating systems such as the Truth-O-Meter, however, have come under fire in recent years (NPR, 

2012; Adair, 2018). It’s perhaps worth pointing out that Bill Adair, the founder of PolitiFact, 

backtracked on his own invention, saying the rating system assigning a label to each claim 

backfired (Adair, 2018). “…(W)e found that a large share of our audience fixated on the meter, no 

matter how thorough the article was,” Adair (2018) said. “The meter was so effective that people 

used it to hate us.” In his article, Adair said many criticized the meter for displaying a “left-leaning” 

bias, which drives the conservative audience away (2018). He described his once “beloved” meter 

as “too blunt an instrument” presenting facts that may be difficult to swallow for some readers 

(2018). 



21 

 

Among the three major fact-checking organizations, only Factcheck.org does not have a rating 

system in place. Brooks Jackson, founder of the organization, wrote in a 2012 article that rating 

systems are “inflexible” and would sometimes result in “embarrassment.” “Some statements are 

clearly true, and some provably false, but there’s no agreed method for determining the precise 

degree of mendacity in any statement that falls somewhere in between,” Jackson (2012) wrote. 

 

Method 

For my project, I intend to conduct semi-structured interviews with fact-checking journalists in 

Washington. Interviews can be divided into different categories based on how much “control” the 

interviewer has at hand, ranging from “unstructured interviews” to “highly ‘structured interviews’” 

(Bradley and Harrell, 2009). An “unstructured interview,” where the interviewer has minimum 

control over his or her conversation with sources, allows him or her to gather a variety of responses 

from sources, but would require a rather long time (Bradley and Harrell, 2009). On the other end 

of the spectrum, a “highly ‘structured’ interview” would result in reduced “inappropriate responses” 

or “nonresponse” because the questions are predefined and the interviewer will have to stick to the 

script designed beforehand (Bradley and Harrell, 2009). However, Bradley and Harrell (2009) 

pointed out that interviewers will not have the chance to elaborate on certain questions if a source 

finds them confusing.  

Semi-structured interview, however, is the middle ground between the two extremes (Bradley and 

Harrell, 2009; Dunn, 2005). The interviewer will still maintain control over the issues the 

conversation needs to cover, but enjoys a certain level of freedom shuffling the order of questions 

around and clearing up confusions that sources may have (Bradley and Harrell, 2009; Dunn 2005). 
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This type of interview allows interviewers to collect information in a “conversational” way that 

also leaves an equal chance for sources to share information as they see fit (Bradley and Harrell, 

2009; Longhurst, 2003). 

For the purpose of my research, I will prepare a list of interview questions for my source 

beforehand and stick to the structure of my questions during most of the interview. I will also 

develop new questions to ask whenever I see fit, and allow my sources the chance to add relevant 

information, as it may spark further discussion into a certain aspect under the umbrella topic of 

fact-checking. This flexible method would allow me to ask questions that I may have missed before, 

and would allow me to follow up on sources if I wish to push for them to elaborate on their answers 

more.  

Apart from journalists from the three major fact-checking organizations, I will also strive to 

include those who work at other outlets with a fact-checking column, such as the Associated Press. 

The point of the story I’m trying to get at is: with a growing amount of criticism against fact-

checking organizations, do fact-checkers think their rating systems play a role in it? If so, in what 

way do they think the systems are inviting criticism, and is there a way to change the status quo? 

 

Reiterating my research questions here: 

RQ1: In fact-checkers’ opinions, why is there criticism about the rating systems some fact-

checking organizations have?  

RQ2: How do they think the rating systems can be improved? 
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Sample questions 

For journalists working in newsrooms with a rating system: 

1. What do you think of the current rating system you have? Do you think it’s necessary? 

Why or why not? (RQ1) 

2. From your experience, does your rating system get criticized a lot? What kind of criticism 

have you seen regarding the rating system? (RQ1) 

3. What part of the rating system do you think invited criticism, if any? (RQ1) 

4. If the answer to question No. 3 is yes, then why does this part of the rating system invite 

criticism? (RQ1) 

5. Do you think the current rating system needs improvement? Why or why not? (RQ2) 

6. If yes, how do you think it can be improved? (RQ2) 

For journalists working in the newsrooms without a rating system: 

7.  Why doesn’t your newsroom have a rating system? Do you think it’s necessary to have 

one? Why or why not? (RQ1) 

8. What kind of criticism against rating systems have you seen? (RQ1) 

9. What part of the rating system do you think invited criticism, if any? (RQ1) 

10. If the answer to question No. 10 is yes, then why does this part of the rating system invite 

criticism? (RQ1) 

11. Do you think the existing rating systems need improvement? Why or why not? (RQ2) 

12. If yes, how do you think it can be improved? (RQ2) 
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Chapter 3: Analysis 

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.  
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“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. 
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“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.” 
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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. 
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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 
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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 

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 

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



33 

 

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.” 
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“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. 
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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. 
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“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 
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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.” 

  



38 

 

Appendix A: Interview Transcripts 

 

Bill Adair 

First let me give you some numbers in case you don’t have these: so about three-fourths of the 

fact-checking organizations in the world use ratings. And that number fluctuates and then sort of 

consistently (remains) at 70 or 80 percent for the last two years. And that is testament to the 

value of ratings – why fact-checkers use ratings – because they provide useful summary of a 

fact-check. 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; we want to read a summary. So when I designed 

PolitiFact along with a very talented team of designers and editors and reporters, we came up 

with a layered approach. And the layered approach was that if you just wanted to see a summary, 

if you just wanted to know the overall rating, you could just look at the home page and just know 

this statement got a True or a Half True…. If you wanted to read more you could click on the 

article and read the full article. If you wanted to read even more, you could click through and 

read the sources. And so that layering was designed to satisfy people who wanted to go deeper.  

Now, that layering should satisfy anybody who says that ratings are too simplistic or gimmicks, 

and that’s been the complaint since we started – that rating is a gimmick. And I think that I’ve 

always looked upon it as a rating summarizes a work of in-depth journalism. You may not 

necessarily agree with the rating, but you can read the fact-check article and you can see how we 

reach our conclusion. Now, fact-check journalism is unique to begin with, because it is reported 

conclusion journalism. It is not pure “on the one hand on the other hand” journalism because we 

are not just laying out all sides of an argument, we are laying out all sides of an argument and 

then reaching a conclusion about the overall accuracy of the statement. So that by its nature is 
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going to make some people unhappy because they don’t want their team to get called for a foul. 

So that’s gonna be inevitable.  

Ratings are, I think, just the very fact that three-fourths of the world’s fact-checkers use them 

shows that people want them. Three-fourths of the world’s fact-checkers would not use ratings if 

they were not popular. Are there drawbacks? Yes. You want to see the challenges, sit in on the 

Truth-O-Meter rating sessions that we do at PolitiFact – and I still do them as one of the editors 

of PolitiFact North Carolina – and you’ll see how difficult it can be sometimes to take a complex 

fact-check and summarize it on one of the six levels on the Truth-O-Meter. And we have one we 

are working on now that’s likely in the range between Half True and Mostly True. We had one 

we did the other day that came in at Mostly False, I think we considered Half True…. This is 

challenging stuff. You are simplifying complex policy into one of six ratings, and that’s going to 

be imperfect. But you are doing it to serve the readers, and so I think it’s a worthwhile tradeoff.  

And so the final thing I’ll say – don’t read too much into my CJR piece. Some people read it as 

“Bill Adair abandoned his child – the Truth-O-Meter.” That was not at all what I was saying. 

What I was saying was as we consider different ways of presenting fact-check content on video, 

I’m open to things other than just popping up the ratings because I realize that for some 

audiences in particular, ratings are not that popular.  

How do you respond to the concerns that nuanced claims may not fit in one of the four or 

six categories on the scale?  

We give all the nuance in the article itself. A typical PolitiFact article is going to be 800 to 1,000 

words. So there’s plenty of nuance there. We’re just providing the additional service of telling 

people what that conclusion is on the Truth-O’Meter. 
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Readers don’t necessarily agree with the ratings, and sometimes they just stop at the 

ratings and they don’t go into them. Is there a way that we can draw people in but at the 

same time dial down this kind of backlash? 

When you figure it out, let me know. (Laughs) 

So we’re working in the most polarized political environment the nation’s ever seen, and I think 

the media has unfortunately been caught in the middle of that unfairly. So I don’t think the 

solution is to remove the ratings, because I think ratings broaden the audience for fact-checks in 

a couple of ways: One, let’s face it, yeah, 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. And 

we do that with the Truth-O-Meter. We give them robust meals filled with nutrition, but we top it 

off with this tasty Truth-O-Meter that will get them to have the meal. So I think it’s necessary.  

And to my friends who think that readers will just read these long fact-checks that don’t 

necessarily have ratings, I just think that they are dreaming. We need to be realistic about how 

people consume media. 

The other thing – this is what we are doing now at Duke – is to recognize that if you are going to 

put fact-check content on video, on mobile devices, in live situations, you need to have short 

summaries of things. If not ratings, you have to have some very short summaries of fact-checks. 

And so you can’t have a long thousand-word fact-check; you need to either have a Truth-O-

Meter or Pinocchios or at most one … sentence. So I think what we’ve done with the Truth-O-

Meter is just recognize the reality of both how people consume journalism and also the future of 

what we can do with technology.  
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Regarding your concern about fact-checking stories aren’t reaching the conservatives, 

what would be a good way to improve the situation? 

So my hypothesis is that – and we are testing that in the next couple of weeks – conservative 

viewers are what I like to think of as “Do-It-Yourselfers.” They don’t want us to summarize the 

facts for them, they just want to know the facts. So what we are testing is that on a screen we pop 

up a fact-check, are conservative viewers more likely to support an on-screen display that, 

instead of a fact-check that pops up and says what the guy just said is false, instead it would just 

pop up and just give the fact that would just say, actually the number of states that have 

graduated tax systems is five and indeed that does increase the GDP and reduce unemployment 

or whatever. So rather than us telling them something is true or false ,we give them the fact and 

then let them draw the conclusion themselves. So my hypothesis is that conservative viewers and 

readers are more likely to be fact-check Do-It-Yourselfers. And so we are gonna explore whether 

we should present fact-checks to them without ratings and see if that’s true. 

So if you see how they might lean toward the fact themselves rather than the rating, how do 

you apply that to improve fact-checking process? 

For now we are focused on just on-screen displays of live fact-checking on television. We 

haven’t extended that out to the way that fact-checks are presented on PolitiFact or 

FactCheck.org or whatever. Although using this theory, then FactCheck.org would be more 

popular with conservatives than PolitiFact. And I don’t think that’s necessarily true. So I don’t 

know.  

What prompted you to test this hypothesis? 
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We did a test in Seattle called the “Red Couch Experiment.” We had some people who were 

clearly just Do-It-Yourselfers. Although they didn’t necessarily line up as all conservatives. It’s 

suggested to us that they were more likely to be conservatives, and that’s where the hypothesis 

came from.   

Do you find it hard to fit it in to one of the rating categories and is there a way to build on 

the rating systems we have right now to find a more nuanced way to present ratings? 

I think the Truth-O-Meter is what it is. I don’t think we can solve this polarization problem. I 

think more what we have to do is in these new products, figuring out different ways to present 

different kinds of content. I’m not looking to change the Truth-O-Meter, I’m just wondering if 

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

Meter.  

So the alternatives we are testing involve two additional ways besides the Truth-O-Meter. One, 

we just using a rating word “False” or “Half True” or whatever with no meter. And then just 

facts only. So we just give the underlying explanation for the rating, and see if that persuades 

people for those Do-It-Yourselfers.  

 

Daniel Dale 

Briefly walk me through how a fact-check is done at CNN.  

There is no formalized process. We closely listen to the things the President says. And also of 

course paying attention to other things that important people in federal politics and in executive 

branch are saying. And we will pitch it to an editor, and it will be either me doing it for my 
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colleague Holmes Lybrand. And we also have a reporter researcher, Tara Subramaniam, who 

sometimes helps the rest of us and sometimes does her own duties now. And basically, as you 

know, doing a fact-check is a lot like doing any other kind of reporting. And so you ask yourself, 

what do I need to determine in the truth of the statement? And so, sometimes, especially with 

Trump, a lot of the things he says are quite transparently false. These aren't sophisticated policy 

claims. So sometimes, doing a fact-check is a matter of a mere Google search, it can be one 

phone call sometimes. In other cases, there's some resemblance to doing an explainer piece. And 

so, you know, for a complicated claim about policy or some disputed political policy matter, we 

might have to contact a number of experts, speak to campaigns, people in government, so we're 

talking to whoever we need to get the answer. And then in terms of the writing process, the 

format that existed when I got here -- I've only been here for four months --  is what we call a 

"Facts First" line, because CNN has this Facts First brand. And basically what we try to do is get 

a verdict as high as possible in the piece. And so what we'll do usually is just a very brief 

introduction to the setting and the claim. So like, at an Oval Office meeting with the President of 

Italy on Wednesday, President Donald Trump made a new claim about his dealings with 

Ukraine. And then, and then we'll have the quote. And then often right after that, we'll have a 

verdict. So, this is false. Data from NATO shows that, blah blah blah or whatever, just as clean 

and concise as possible. In some cases, the verdict cannot be as clear-cut as we would like it to 

be. Sometimes it's like, while it's true that such and such, it is not true that this other part of the 

statement. Or in other cases, we can't render a clear verdict at all, we'll just lay out the facts 

without that kind of judgment vibe. And so rather than saying, this is false this is true or this is 

misleading and then doing a fact, it'll just be the facts and then we'll explain later in the piece, 

here's why we can't say for sure that this is untrue. Like, if you look at this other data, Trump can 
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arguably be considered right. However, if you look at the main data, Trump is incorrect. We'll 

give them the benefit of the doubt. And we won't call it false.  

And so yeah, so we're doing verdicts whenever we can. But we don't do ... we don't have 

Pinocchios, obviously. We're not scoring it at a 10. And I'll let you ask questions but I, I'm a big 

fan of, of not having a rating system. Because I think it like you know, there's questions about 

like, you know, is there objectivity? Is there truth? I think with good degree of certainty, we can 

say when something is true or false. Some claims are nuanced, but in most cases we can say it's 

true or false. But like, when we're getting into, like, this scale that the average reader doesn't 

totally understand, like, you know, even myself as a reader of the Post, I'm like, why is that two 

Pinocchios rather than three Pinocchios? Or, you know why is that claim Half True or Partly 

True? Why does the person get Pinocchios at all? Why are you lumping them in with liars? A 

pinocchio is something (that describes) a liar. So I think just sticking to plain language, not 

getting to symbology or whatever you call it, is the best way to go.  

As far as you see it, do you think that the rating systems offer a digested version? Do you 

think that backfired somehow?  

I think it indisputably gives the readers a digested version. I think the problem is that the verdict 

as given by the rating system often does not seem to precisely match the analysis in writing. And 

so I think like sometimes, Glenn Kessler will have a really good detailed breakdown of a 

complicated policy matter and the readers are more educated. But then at the end, he'll be like, 

two Pinocchios or three Pinocchios, and then all people focus on is like, why is that a Pinocchio? 

Like, people will hone in on the rating, whereas I think it would be, you know, if without the 

rating system, people would be like, Oh, I see, that's an interesting breakdown of the topic. I've 

learned something. And ... it's like the danger with anything. It's good to simplify it for people, 
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but if you simplify it too much it can be counterproductive and I think that, at least sometimes, 

that is the case. 

So we basically talked a little bit about how you're not really a big fan of the rating system 

because you think sometimes making sense of the claims might be more complicated than 

what a rating could present to the readers? 

Yeah. 

And so, except for the possibilities that a rating system could oversimplify things 

sometimes, is there any other concerns that you might have with the rating system? 

I think to some readers, it seems like the use of phrases like "Pants on Fire," or Pinocchios is 

treating political dishonesty with a kind of a lightness that it should not have. We're turning the 

truth into something like a kind of entertainment or game. And ... I don't know exactly how I feel 

about that, but it's, it's something I've heard from people.  

And I think my other concern is that ... I wouldn't personally want to give a Pinocchio or 

something that's kind of lying for statements that are, you know, Partly True, or Half True. I 

think that is something that has a plausible explanation or if there is an academic debate about 

something, then that shouldn't be treated with a symbol of lying.  

And I will say we all have different attitudes about this stuff. And I think it's clear that, you 

know, the Pinocchio is in particular kind of like an institution in Washington. Politicians know 

that, you know, politically-inclined leaders in Washington know them. And so I think it's been a 

super successful way to make people aware of facts. Even the President will refer to Pinocchios 

and talk about how he doesn't want to get them. So I think as a communications tool, as a way to 

get checks embedded in people's minds, I think it's been successful. I just think that I wouldn't 
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want to have to do it, because I think it can, it can get you in trouble, even if you've done a great 

analytical work....  

Wow, that's super interesting, because I heard a similar comment from Glenn Kessler as 

well. But he wasn't concerned about, you know, making light of political stuff. He said the 

rating system all comes down to a “marketing gimmick.” So I'm really curious about your 

thoughts on this. 

He was saying they do Pinocchios because it's a good way to market fact-checks?  

Yeah, "marketing gimmick" is from him, not me.  

I had no idea. I think as a marketing gimmick, I think it's been mostly successful as I said. I just 

think that if someone proposed for me to have such a marketing gimmick, I'd go no no no, I don't 

want to get into, you know, assigning points or numbers or symbols, symbols of any kind. Like 

let me just outline the facts and tell people what's true and what's not true and what's 

complicated. And I think that is the best way to avoid people yelling at us about something that's 

really kind of peripheral to our actual educational journalism. I'll see people yelling on twitter at 

Glenn Kessler for "Why did they get two Pinocchios?" I'll read the piece and I'll be like, that was 

a really good piece. You know, I feel bad that he's getting in trouble for the thing at the very end. 

And so yeah, there are definitely pros, and I would just personally not want to deal with the cons.  

So right now the way you see it, do you think that the cons of the system outweigh the pros 

of the system? 

Um, it's, it's hard for me to, to judge from outside. You know, whether the marketing or 

communications benefits, you know, it's possible the marketing and communications benefits 

outweigh any blowback. I would, I would just not want to deal with it for the same reasons. I just 
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think, you know, even if we have to sacrifice some clicks or something, some views -- those are 

important, we want to get as many people as possible reading -- but I think, you know, if I were 

starting a system from scratch, I would not have a point system or a symbol system. I think, you 

know, we should distinguish Pinocchios from others, I think PolitiFact, it's mostly a true-false 

scale with some gradients. I don't know if I'd call the farthest on the scale Pants on Fire. But I 

think that's sort of more intuitive to people, like Mostly True or, or True or False or Mostly 

False. You know, I think that's, that's clear than a symbol where the definition is not widely 

understood at first glance.  

Right. So it's basically about how differently they designed the rating system?  

Yeah, I think you can do it in ways that are better or worse or more careful or less careful or 

more susceptible to blowback and less susceptible.  

So I think we talked about a little bit early this afternoon about how the rating system is set 

up so that people can refer to it, not follow it. Like it's not. It's not like the Bible of fact-

checks that people have to follow. But a lot of readers don't understand that and they just 

follow the verdict. So after I talked to the fact-checkers, they're saying, well, this offers you 

a simplified look at what we reached, or this offers you a digested version. So from an 

outsider's perspective, what would you recommend? Or what would be a better way to give 

people a digested version without the potential blowbacks that rating system has in your 

opinion?  

I did not invent the "Facts First" system of CNN. I just came in recently. But I think something 

like that. If you can give people ... if there's like a short capsule version of your fact-check, so 

that, like for social media or for ... if you just want to give people a reader's digest, give them a 
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verdict, like True, False, Mostly True or Mostly False, and then give them maybe a couple of 

bullet points or one paragraph. I think it's possible that to simplify in short, like you can't expect 

everyone's gonna read the whole thing. I just think, again, I think if you're designing a system 

from scratch, I think it's best to avoid symbols or numbers or other such ratings.  

Do you think a rating system needs to exist or it needs to be scrapped? If not, how can it be 

improved in your opinion?  

Well, I think ... once you have it, The Washington Post is not going to get rid of Pinocchios at 

this point. It's I haven't talked to them, but I doubt it. It's their brand. I think I think once you 

create it, you're probably going to stick with it. So I don't know, I would never tell the 

Washington Post: "Get rid of your Pinocchios." It's not my place ... if they can get it working for 

them that's great. I just, you know, if I were inventing a system from scratch, I would not have 

such a thing.  

And is there any ways to improve arating system? If it's in place? 

I'm not sure. I think my questions are mostly about Pinocchios. I think PolitiFact is pretty clear. 

Are there others that you see that use different markets. 

So Snopes is also doing this. But they have like more than six verdicts. And I can't think of 

that at the top my head because I'm away from my laptop right now. But I think they do 

have different degrees of it's not like a scale anymore. It's like ... flip-flopped, or something 

like that. 

I mean, like, I don't know, if you consider it a rating system just to, you know, declare things true 

and false. But I think it's important for us to have clear verdicts when possible, ... so if I want to 

have a multi-point ... a multi item list of verdicts that they can choose, like True or Flip-flop or, 
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or False or whatever, I think that's fine. I just think, I think you just don't want to get into a 

situation where you're trying to describe something complicated with a kind of blunt tool like a 

Pinocchio ... and I think it'd be best, if you're starting the system from scratch, to avoid a system 

where your wording, you're giving the same symbol to people who are partly right as you are to 

liars. I know one will be four Pinocchios, one will be one or two Pinocchios, but I just think you 

want to differentiate between things that are partly right and things that are like completely 

invented in a more sincere way that makes the differentiation very clear.  

So basically the problems with Pinocchios is that itself is a symbol of lying, and so using it 

to represent something that's partly right, even if this person isn't intentionally lying, it 

kind of suggests lying? Is that what your concern is? 

Yeah, yes, that's exactly what I'm saying. There are some claims where The Post awards four 

Pinocchios. And I'm like, absolutely, that's an egregious lie or egregious falsehood or whatever 

that deserves four. But then ... again, Kessler would do like a very good detailed policy analysis 

and I'll say wow, there's a dispute about this is some merit to both sides. Some will only give one 

Pinocchio, and in some of those cases, I'm like, wait why did that person get a Pinocchio at all? 

You just explained very well why there's some merit to their claim, so yeah. 

I have one follow up question. So you said, well, compared to PolitiFact's system you feel 

like you're more concerned with the Pinocchio test. So when I was working for PolitiFact, I 

found it really hard to distinguish between Mostly True, Half True and Mostly False.  

Exactly. Yeah. 

And people do yell at me for it. So I was wondering what do you feel about that?  
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I hadn't thought as much about the PolitiFact system. I see how that could be a problem. I think I 

would ... hearing that and thinking about it more, I think even that system would cause me stress. 

I mean, what I like about CNN's system is that I can use whatever language (that) fits the 

particular claim, like, in many cases I'm just like, this is false. I can be even stronger like ... this 

has no basis in fact whatsoever, something like that. Or I can be like, well, this part is true, this 

part is false, and this part needs more context. And I think as a fact-checker, not thinking about 

marketing or communication, just about, you know, being a reporter doing the work, I think, the 

more flexibility you can give your fact-checkers, the better.  

And so, you know, maybe that makes it harder to stay in business or something. If you're a fact-

check website, maybe everyone feels like they need a kind of, you know, headline gimmick or ... 

colorful or more memorable system? But I just think a lot of this stuff is complicated. So, 

cramming complicated stuff, even into a six- or eight-point system, can be a challenge. So I, I'd 

say yeah if I was starting from scratch I would not have just a system. I may just tell my 

journalists, be as declarative as you can be, as clear as you can be. But you know, we recognize 

that in some cases there's a lot of nuance here, and we're not always going to be able to, be firm 

even in a partial judgment. And so just make it as clear as possible. So I think that's the ideal. 

 

Glenn Kessler 

Could you begin by elaborating on the rating system at The Post? 

The rating system, you can see, we have a whole description on the About the Fact Checker 

page. It's essentially similar to what PolitiFact does, but both PolitiFact and The Washington 

Post Fact Checker appeared for the first time within days of each other, and independently had 
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these somewhat similar systems. The only difference is our Four Pinocchios is probably a 

combination of False and Pants on Fire. I mean, PolitiFact has five categories; we basically have 

four. And so our three Pinocchios is kind of a Mostly False, our Two Pinocchios is some kind of 

Half True; our one Pinocchio is more like a M,ostly True. We have the Geppetto Checkmark. 

The other difference with PolitiFact is that, PolitiFact rates lots of things that are kind of self-

evidently true as True. And so we have chosen to use the Geppetto Checkmark to signify things 

that are unexpectedly true. And we don't give it out like candy canes, like PolitiFact does. That's 

kind of midway between PolitiFact and FactCheck.org. FactCheck.org, when they find that 

something that's true, they just stop working on it. They only write about things that are 

incorrect. 

So ... what's the reasoning behind this? Why not also post fact-checks about claims that 

turn out to be true. 

It's mostly a matter of trying to focus our resources on the things that are most important. And 

like I said, a lot of the things that PolitiFact writes about that are true are just literally, I mean, 

someone could figure it out in a simple Google search. So what is the value added that we're 

providing to readers? Whereas if there's something out there that seems on its face, like, that 

can't possibly be true, but it turns out it is true, that's of interest. But I'm just not going to waste 

our resources on ... you know. There's this selection bias in any of this stuff. You know, and we 

look for things that are in the news, that are newsworthy, important people saying important 

things, and that are of interest to our readers right now. And occasionally, something that we do 

is these roundups, like in debates, and like there's a Democratic primary debate, and If someone 

has a particular factual statement that people might have questions about or readers have asked, 

even if it's correct there, we might just explain so and so got this from this and that database and 
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it seems to be the fact. But otherwise we're just not gonna waste our time writing about things 

that are self-evidently true. 

So after you pick a claim and start the fact-checking process, describe to me the process of 

reaching a verdict on a certain piece of claim. If you zoom in onto the decision making 

process, when you determine whether a claim should be say Two Pinocchios or Three 

Pinocchios. How do you make that decision? I know that you have like descriptions of each 

rating, but what kind of factors do you factor in when you're looking at a piece of claim? 

Well, the main thing is I've been doing this for nine years, and I try to maintain a level of 

consistency. So I have in my head thousands of fact-checks and I can think back and say, Oh, 

this reminds me of the time we did this, this was a two or this was a three. I mean, it's it's, it's, 

it's, you know, the bane of our existence of these Pinocchios, because people get so upset about 

them, and so angry about them. And we do spend a fair amount of time debating among 

ourselves what is this worth. I generally I will write a fact or my colleagues will read a fact-

check, and they will propose a Pinocchio rating. And then, or beforehand, we might discuss it, 

but sometimes we're like on the fence, you know, we really have four categories and difference 

between a Three and a Four, particularly the difference between a Two and a Three can be really 

fuzzy. We don't have half Pinocchios. But also ... people take these things too seriously. It's not 

an exact science. It's not social science research. My two Pinocchios could be someone else's 

three Pinocchios or vice versa. So the main thing is that we try to be consistent with the way the 

Fact Checker has done it in the past. 

And I once did some fact-check on Hillary Clinton and ended up giving her Three Pinocchios or 

something, and a reader -- and we have some of the most intelligent, smartest readers on the face 

of the earth -- but a reader wrote me and said, do you realize you fact-checked this claim five 
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years ago when Obama said it? And I had actually totally forgotten about it. So with great 

trepidation, I opened it up to make sure that the Pinocchio rating was exactly the same. And 

actually it was. It was the exact same rating with the exact same analysis, even though I'd totally 

forgotten that I had previously vetted that same thing. So it's basically, you know, my desire to 

be internally consistent. But people get really upset at it, people get really angry at it, people can 

argue over it. Occasionally I've had ... editors say to me, they didn't personally agree with the 

final ruling. But they give us complete independence to make decisions ourselves.  

So when you decide when you make the final decision, it's usually a discussion between you 

and all the other colleagues you have at the Fact checker column? 

Yeah, yeah. And, you know, but the initial decision is (made by) the person writing it. 

Occasionally, we might say, well, I'm not sure about this, what do you think? And people will 

weigh in. Occasionally ... I edit every fact-check, it's pretty rare that I get a fact-check where I 

say you know I think this could be a different rating. But occasionally it happens. Usually what 

happens is that the people that weigh in make it stronger rather than weaker. 

When it comes to a fact-check, when the final decision is different than your original 

decision, what does that reframing process look like for you? 

We just either we just add some language either to justify going from Three to Two or Two to 

Three or whatever. I mean, it's not a very big deal. It's a lot like arguing, your, case before, you 

know, you marshal your evidence, and then you sum it up for the jury.  

Now, you know, the other thing that we have, that the others don't have is we have a tool that 

allow readers to propose their own rating, and that's then summarized and so they could see that 

there's a reader rating. So sometimes the readers will vehemently disagree with the final ruling. 
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Sometimes it gets kind of silly where it will break down with literally 50 percent say it's a 

Geppetto and 50 percent say it's Four Pinocchios. So you can see everyone is just being totally 

partisan. But there are times where sometimes you'll see that people thought they were wrong. 

And we don't think, you know, we're not going to. Like I said, it's not scientific. So it's just our 

gut, bottom line thing. It's a way to get, you know, people know what our bottom line judgment 

is. But, you know, if people are just focusing on the Pinocchio rating, then that's not what we 

want them to do. We want them to use the information to ... make your own decisions about what 

they think. 

So you would agree that it's the actual analysis that matters instead of the labeling of 

ratings. 

Totally. Yeah, I mean we do all that work. I mean, and what? They are only going to focus on 

the rating? 

So what are the merits of the rating system? Because I know that FactCheck.org doesn't, 

doesn't rate anything. They just do the analysis.  

They are part of an academic institution, not a newspaper. They're not trying to sell newspapers. 

You know, this has been a long bit of discussion in the fact-checking community, but the verdict 

is in, it's like 80 percent of fact-checkers have rating systems. FactCheck.org is very much in the 

minority there. 

So why have a rating system instead of doing a pure analysis? 

Because we're not in the business of being academics. We're in the news business. News 

business means headlines, it means bottom line assessments. It means easy-to-understand ways 

to find out what your bottom lines ruling is. But I've always said ... if you google me you'll find 
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in every speech I've ever made about this, I've always said it's a "marketing gimmick." Nothing 

more than a marketing gimmick that people are taking far too seriously. 

Another thing I kind of wanted to ask you about is when it comes to rating Trump. Trump 

has made a lot of false claims and he has earned a lot of Four Pinocchios. So do you think 

him earning Four Pinocchios all the time affect how harsh you rate his claims? 

We always worry about rating on a Trump scale, because he's so often, so unbelievably wrong, 

that if he gets something slightly right we say oh well maybe this is a Two Pinocchio. And then 

we will have to catch ourselves and say, well wait a second, if Obama had said this we would 

have rated this as three Pinocchios, it's not a Two. We once nearly gave Trump a One Pinocchio 

and I was like wait a second if Obama said this we would definitely give another two. So there 

are days when I wish we had a scale a little more akin to what PolitiFact has where you have two 

gradations of falsehood. You can do that where we could have had a fifth Pinocchio or 

something that is like the equivalent of Pants on Fire. Because, you know, one of the complaints 

we've gotten from people is, you know, you give Trump Four Pinocchios saying, I don't know, 

the moon is made out of bleu cheese. And then you give Four Pinocchios to this other politician 

for saying something that is wrong, but it's not like, go crazy wrong. 

How do you distinguish that? But it's too late for that. So we're stuck with the Four Pinocchios. 

We have adjusted to Trump by, you know, we created something called the bottomless 

Pinocchio, which was to deal with the fact that he not only says wrong things, but he says wrong 

things repeatedly, even after being fact-checked. So that's a way to signify something that, you 

know, is deemed to be false and yet he keeps saying it. 
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Yeah, so we talked a little bit about how the rating system sometimes gets pushback or 

criticism. Readers constantly get very upset. So generally what kind of criticism have you 

seen the most  frequently? 

That we're wrong. If we said something was three or four Pinocchios. Lately particularly the 

Bernie Sanders people have gotten extremely upset, and they claim that you know, I mean they 

treat him like a like a god, so you know, nothing he could say is wrong. So if we give Bernie 

three Pinocchios we get reamed all over Twitter for, you know,  labeling something as false 

when it really was totally correct. 

So any criticism on the rating system itself? 

What do you mean the system itself? 

Like the person you said. Oh yeah, the moon is made of blue cheese, compared to a 

politician. [Would there be people saying,] Oh, apparently you can't have a Four 

Pinocchios for all the falsehood. Have you gotten a lot of that kind of criticism as to Oh, I 

think you should add a scale? 

Oh yeah I just don't pay attention to that stuff. We've been doing this for more than a decade 

now. 

The Fact Checker was started in September 2007 by Michael Dobbs. And there's an article he 

wrote about creating it from years ago, if you're interested. And so, I mean, I helped Michael out 

with some of the stuff because I had written what I think is probably the first fact-check in a 

major newspaper back in 1996. But when he started it, I was the diplomatic correspondent for the 

Post, and then ... but it was only created for the 2008 election. And then in 2011, the editors 
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came to me and asked me to revive it and make it a permanent feature. So I've been doing it now 

for the last nearly nine years. 

So you said sometimes you kind of wish that you could probably like have a fifth Pinocchio 

or something like that. So have you ever thought about the scale or like the rating system 

and thought maybe there could be something done to revise it? Or have you just decided to 

stick with it and then no changes need to be made? 

Well, obviously that's what I've done. I don't understand the question. 

Do you think the current rating system needs improvement or it's just good as is? 

It's, you know, it is what it is, it would be a really difficult thing to try to change it and we've 

tried to adapt to the age of Trump. You know, occasionally we've done things where we've kind 

of refined the definitions, but other than that, we haven't done much. 

And just to clarify, so the Bottomless Pinocchios, when was it created? When it was added 

to the rating system? 

It was last December. 

Okay. And was that partly prompted by Trump repeating his false claims for many times? 

Yeah, you can easily look up the whole description of why we did that. 

 

Jon Greenberg 

Explain to me briefly about the rating system at Politifact and the decision-making process 

when you reach a verdict. 
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Don't actually think you're limited in that way, but don't worry about it. So, the very start 

PolitiFact decided that, for a couple of reasons, it would have a rating system and it would have 

a Truth-O-Meter, which was a bit tongue-in-cheek, but it had a rating system that went from 

True down to Mostly True, Half True, Mostly False, False ... and then for the most egregious, 

ridiculous claims, Pants on Fire. Now, obviously, if you've got a rating that is ... if you've got a 

Truth-O-Meter with a nice little logo and the needle moves and the color changes from green 

down to red and your worst reading is Pants on Fire, you're obviously trying to inject a little bit 

of levity into the process. 

And not that we take our responsibilities lightly, but what we wanted to say there is we don't take 

ourselves so seriously. We're not going to be the judge the jury. We were trying to strike a 

balance. So, between the importance of what we're doing, and the sense of our own 

importance ... there's kind of where this comes in. So behind all of that is incredibly rigorous, 

independent journalism. Journalism that boils a statement of fact down to a very clear statement 

of fact, using the speaker's own words. And then a process of dissecting that statement, looking 

at it word for word, working with the person who said the words, going for the most objective, 

independent evidence possible and comparing the similarities between the statement that was 

made and the actual facts. 

I would like it for you to zoom in on the chambering process, because it's very, it's very 

unique to PolitiFact.  

I would say that the national staff at PolitiFact have those sorts of discussions at a very good, 

solid level. And what angered us is that, first we've got the definitions and ... those definitions 

shape the conversation, so there's, you know, something is numerically totally accurate and 

nothing is left out, okay? But sometimes we say you can sort of be numerically a little bit off but 
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you essentially provided the right ... the information you're giving is largely in the right direction, 

you know? It's close to the truth. And then what you said ... is accurate but leaves out half the 

story, that can be Half True. And ... (if) what you've left out leads to a misleading impression of 

what's going on, that's mostly false. And then if virtually nothing you've said is true, then you're 

a False. So we understand what each of the ratings means. And therefore, we can literally have 

conversations where we say this was literally accurate or this was not. How much of a difference 

does that make? What is the impact on the overall sense that is given by the statement? And it is 

actually not a question of slapping someone's wrist, except -- I would say -- with the exception of 

Pants on Fire, when something is completely ridiculously wrong and it's important. And it's so 

we, you know, Trump talks about 3 million illegal voters That's a very seriously wrong, 

numerous times repudiated statement. It should not be said, it undermines faith in elections, 

which is fundamental democracy. So it's important, ample evidence, then you will say I'm going 

to slap this down. But this is the exception. 

So one of the things that's really important is in the chamber, as you know, as we have the 

conversation, how did we rate similar claims in the past? Sometimes it's similar in terms of the 

actual topic, because people will make statements that are very similar but they're not identical. 

As because it's not identical, we say, how significant are the differences? Are they significant 

enough that if we rated this similar claim Half True in the past, this time in this version said by 

somebody else, it's going to be Mostly True? Or maybe they left something out or said 

something different that becomes Mostly False. We'll have a reason for making those 

distinctions based on the work that we've done in the past. So looking at our past decisions is an 

integral part of our conversations, and most of the time, we are wavering by just one notch: "Was 

this Half True or Mostly False?" That sort of thing. And that, we fully acknowledge,  is a matter 
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of subjective decision making. Sometimes it's more obvious, but 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. And that's the human part of having a 

rating system. 

What factors comes to mind that, you know, would would tilt your balance to another 

(rating)? Like what drives you toward Half True instead of Mostly False, or the other way 

around? 

Okay, the most important one is that issue of creating a misleading impression. That is really the 

pivot point for most of those judgment calls. It depends exactly on what was said and so forth. 

Here's the key part of misleading impression. Yeah, ask yourself, if most people, hearing this 

statement would think X, and X is really the opposite of what's going on, then it is -- even with 

that grain of truth that's in there -- it's mostly false. So, for example, back from the 2012 election 

where the unemployment number right before the election, I guess, like the October number, 

showed a drop in unemployment, and people on the Republican side, were saying, ah no this was 

fixed. I mean, somebody monkeyed with the data collection and the reporting. 

So we looked at that claim. And it turns out, it's extraordinarily difficult to manipulate 

unemployment statistics. So these people were throwing something into question. And they 

could say, well, that was a pretty significant drop. Yes, that's true. And then by implication to say 

it was manipulated? Quite wrong. So, you know, actually, probably that came out as a False, But 

my point is, is that if you're sort of inflating one little variant, and you're saying this is not to be 

believed, that's a pretty big deal, that's quite misleading. So those are the sort of situations where 

you say, Okay, I don't care about the accuracy of what you did say, the implication from what 

you left out would completely change people's minds as to what is really going on.  
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One of the difficulties when it comes to fact-checking is, this piece of information is really 

hard for us to get. Well, they're claiming this, but then there's no way that we can know 

whether this is true or not. There's no proving it wrong or proving it right. It's just our 

access to that information is not available. So how do you deal with this or do you factor 

this in when it comes to reaching a verdict? 

So really, you're asking if there is not evidence that proves something one way or the other? Is 

that your point? That hard data is lacking? We shouldn't do the fact-check. And you should 

always go into a fact-check, ask yourself -- and we do -- is this claim susceptible to data? And 

you might go into it and say: Let's see if we can find data. But when you determine that you can't 

find data then you ditch it. That's simple. 

So basically you would deem it uncheckable. 

Right. I mean, the only nuance on that is when someone makes a claim and they are unable to 

provide any data of their own. Then ... we will say, you can't provide the data because it doesn't 

exist. Um, and then we can read it, but that's a slightly different twist.  

Why not have a category or like a rating (for uncheckable claims)?  

We have not had a very serious conversation about changing our rating system. You know, and a 

lot of that has to do with, it would be a big deal, we're very busy, when are we going to do it? It 

is something that is in the back of our minds, 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. If you take a look around the world, and you see how other fact-checkers that use a 

rating system have come up with their own labels, they very well may use the label "Unproven." 

They have their own labels, and of course, great, they should go ahead and do it. If that works for 



62 

 

them, works for their particular community, go for it. We're not saying all this is the only way to 

do it.  

And so when it comes to a rating system, you know, what are the pros and what are the 

cons? 

It's real simple. The pro is that you can give somebody a quick bit of information in a glance. 

And the cons are that people might not read the full article. 

And whether they agree or disagree, everything that they read or don't read is shaped by whether 

or not they agree or disagree with the writing. So it engages people, it's easy, but at the same 

time, precisely because of that, it can trigger reactions. 

When your intention is offering them a digestive version, it turns out that they only focus 

on that digested version and oversimplify things?  

Some people will. Some people will, absolutely. I mean, you know, it's a very interesting thing 

(that) sometimes particularly happens with a Half True. I mean, some people will be angry with a 

Half True and then they'll go into some discussion of what we found. And you can see them 

wrestling with exactly the same, well, this is right, this is missing ... you can see them wrestling 

with that. And at the end of the day, you know, they might be critical but well it's complicated. 

It's complicated, that's why it ended up as a Half True. 

In terms of a kind of world we live in with social media, with people getting a heck of a lot of 

information on mobile, the ratings are an important way to open the door. We get them, we hope 

that people will read every word. We know they want. But we're in a world of trade-offs. We are 

willing to accept that there are limitations to having the quick and easy visual, and we believe 

that the benefits outweigh the limitations.  
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When I was doing my literature review, I couldn't help but notice that there’s frustration 

among some backpackers about the backfire effect. When we fact-check something the 

politicians just repeat misinformation, and it turns out, the more we try to disseminate 

factual information, the more people reject it. I think that's also a big challenge? 

Be careful right now. Now be careful. Because there's some contrary analytical work done, 

which has reached the conclusion that the backfire effect is overstated. So, before you settle 

down on that stuff, make sure you do a very full vetting of the research that's out there. And if 

you simply say, if you probably if you (search for) something like backfire effect, is it real 

backfire effect exaggerated, you will come up with studies. They give you a more nuanced take 

on that.  

I must have missed that. I apologize.  

Don't worry about that, we've been at this for a few years.  

Thank you for pointing that out to me. I'll have to go back to revise my research. So about, 

about, you know, the problem that we discussed about that people tend not to read the full 

article and sometimes they will criticize a verdict just simply because they find themselves 

hard to agree with it. So apart from that kind of criticism or frustration from readers, is 

there any other type of criticism that you think the rating system brought over the years? 

I will say this, that as a news organization, I'm not sure that it's particularly different with a rating 

system, but I will allow that it can be. No news organization likes to be wrong. And most 

organizations, these organizations periodically have to issue collections, additions, changes, and 

so forth. 
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That's fine if it doesn't really change things very much, but with a rating system, if you've missed 

a report, if you find out that somebody said something that is incorrect and you did not know 

that, and it changes the rating, it is a bigger deal, or it is taken with a very serious way -- Do we 

really need to change the rating? And so adding the rating system, I believe brings another level 

of resistance to changing a rating. Well, changing the content, the text, correcting something like 

that? Fine. They are more easily done. A rating? There's more on the line. Definitely, there's 

more on the line. I will do it. But I think that it's a higher bar than a correction. It isn't as bad as a 

retraction., but if it can be critical. It's sort of in between a correction and a retraction.  

Yeah. And go deeper. Well, why do you think that is? Why do you think putting the rating 

system out there means more on the line sometimes? 

It's probably just cultural newsroom DNA. I think you could, you could imagine a set of people 

running PolitiFact and they say, Okay, okay, well, we're going to change that. Fine, we'll go 

ahead and do that. You know, you clearly would not ever want to do it. Because then what you're 

going to end up with people ... who are going to say I want a new ruling. And you're going to be 

going through that crap time and time again. So you'd always want to minimize it. 

But I do want to mention one other thing, and that is, you don't want to be in the business of 

changing things for another reason. We have this strict rule we read things based on the 

information that was known by everybody at the time the statement was said. If new information 

came out the day after, tough noogies, we're not changing things. Because otherwise we'll be 

going back and changing things all the time.... 



65 

 

With the impeachment inquiry going on, with all the revelations about the Ukraine deal 

coming out, ground-shattering every single day. When it comes to a fact or a claim that you 

already rated, and then new information comes out, would you do another fact-check on it?   

Our preference would be somebody else says something, and then that's another way for us to 

have a more complete record of what is accurate and timely. You got a couple options: we can 

write a story, doesn't have to be a fact-check. And sometimes we might put a note at the top of a 

story where information has significantly changed since the time it was written. And you might 

sort of direct people to our latest story or like a fact-check, I think a couple of different ways we 

can handle that.  

When it comes to PolitiFact's rating system, are there any things that you consider as a 

challenge when you are doing a fact-check? 

I would say this, I am very wary of claims that key in on the meaning of a word. That does not fit 

well with objective fact-checking. I am wary of claims where you know, going in, that this is not 

going to be a numerical claim, you're not going to be able to say, let the numbers do the talking. 

It's not going to be a claim of textual accuracy. Somebody says the study says why, in fact the 

study says X. You are comparing statements to statements. When you're outside of that realm of 

purely objective facts, I'm extremely wary of going in and doing fact-checks, because I can't 

apply the Truth-O-Meter, the standards of having a rating system, when things are too mushy.  

In general ... my feeling is that the rating system helps structure the thinking. And I would say 

for whatever failings it might have, the rigor of the system, more times than not, keeps you on 

the straight and narrow. 
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You know, I remember we were rating something that Trump had said about his poll numbers. 

And he had exaggerated. And we, quite frankly, were tired of exaggeration. And so among us, 

we said, ah boy, this guy's full of it, right? When we did the chamber, there was a different guy 

that was participating in the chamber, the guy who heads Poynter who isn't living and breathing 

the whole DC political scene. And we said, this is Mostly False. He said, I think it's Mostly True. 

He actually even would have said True but that would have been pushing it too far. And we let 

him do his arguments. And he's like, oh, yeah, because he said, look at this, his number’s wrong, 

but it's not ludicrously wrong. It doesn't push you in the wrong direction. And he argued our own 

jurisprudence on us in practices. We said, you are right, and it came out as a Mostly True. 

So that's where the structure of the rating system leads to a better result. And also the whole 

process of having three people participate in discussion, discussing the writing.  

Do you think Trump frequently making false claims affect, to some extent, how we perceive 

his claims going in on every fact-check?  

Well, you're certainly very wary of anything he says. And, you know, 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. You're more attentive. Absolutely. Yeah. You know, Trump was 

speaking in South Korea, and I noticed he took credit for liquefied natural gas project in 

Louisiana, saying, Hey, we got that one through, we was just languishing. I don't know, this is 

Trump. And sure enough, that was nonsense. I mean, the project is virtually done. This is a 

massive $10 billion project or whatever. It had started long before, it was moving along, nothing 

was going to stop that. 
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So that's a really good example of when you hear Trump say something, you're ready to believe 

that it is at least worth looking into.  

Playing devil's advocate here, on the contrary, when you're rating his claims, do you tend 

to rate it in a more negative lighting?  

No. In fact, we, first of all, I gave you an example of the polling one. So that is a case we're 

going into it, we said, God, this is ... boasting and bragging and so forth. But our process kept us 

on track. So, happy ending. 

But I'll say that we are fully aware that yes, someone who boasts and get things wrong so much 

does get tiresome. We are humans, we understand that. But we also understand that that's taking 

place. And I think we've got a lot of habits that have built up.  

Let me give you an example of something that we are more on our toes about than we were 

before with Trump. When he goes off script at a rally talking away, we used to hang on every 

word. And one time he did a check, and I actually objected to the fact that we checked it. 

Because when we listened to his words, we couldn't actually say this is precisely what he meant. 

You could string some words together and say that's what he meant. I did not believe that you 

could take that word solid and say, this is really what he meant. It's grammatically confused in all 

of this. So now we're more on our toes. 

Let me just say this, we don't take a string of words that he's said unnecessarily having a clear 

meaning. That's a big deal. No compliment. But it also shows reasonable restraint on our part. 

What about when speakers mis-speak and then later acknowledge that they misspoke? 

Does PolitiFact give them more leeway?  
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No, we don't do that. And, you know, a lot will depend on the circumstances. The Washington's 

Fact Checker does things very differently from the way we do things. And by the way, I'm just 

going to draw your attention to a very recent Washington Post piece. And the subject was 

actually something having to do with when Biden actually communicated to Ukrainian president: 

"Hey, you've got to crack down on corruption, you've got to get a prosecutor out of there. 

Otherwise, we'll get off here on our aid." 

And the Washington Post Fact Checker, Kessler perhaps, writes this piece about how other news 

organizations got it wrong, and they included something from New York Times back in May, got 

it wrong. And then somebody else more recently, got it wrong. Well, they go through this whole 

(explanation) of here's how got twisted, blah, blah, blah, but here's really the truth. At the very 

end. And I mean, literally, I think the last two paragraphs that they say, we ourselves originally 

had this wrong. That's like, dudes, don't go pointing the finger at somebody else when you could 

just as well have pointed to pick yourself. That's actually not particularly kosher. 

So the business with “oh somebody corrects themselves” has come up several times, not a lot, so 

certainly we’ll have dealt with it. No, you said it. You said it wrong. It was prominent. It was, 

you know, millions of people heard it or what have you. And your correction is fine. That's great. 

But we're rating the statement as is said because that's what people heard, they didn’t need your 

correction. The only reason you corrected it is because we got in touch with you. We’re part of 

the public record here…. When you dropped that piece of bad information out there … and just 

because you said I really shouldn't have dropped it, doesn't mean it wasn't dropped, right?  

The goal here, remember, I got my metaphors … like walking into a park, right? Walk into a 

park, you see a bunch of trash on the field, right? You're going around picking up the pieces of 

trash because people shouldn't drop pieces of trash. You want to clean things up. 
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Someone that dropped a piece of trash, they dropped a piece of trash. And just because they say 

I'm sorry I dropped a piece of trash doesn’t mean they didn’t drop it. 

Do you have any tips for future or current fact-checkers? When it comes to the rating 

system, how can we make that better? Or how can we minimize the negative effects that the 

rating system might bring?  

I basically feel that the rating system generally works. And if I were giving people any advice, it 

is, make sure you clearly understand what your definitions are from different ratings that you 

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

rating should be. And make sure you look at what you've done in the past because that should 

inform what you're doing today.  

So you know, whatever you decide to do, you need to understand what you're doing it. You need 

to understand what you're doing, what your guidelines are, and always go back to them. It's the 

rigor of the system that actually keeps you in good standing as you go forward with this. 

 

Katie Sanders 

Why does PolitiFact need its rating system? 

I think it’s edgy, it’s flashy, I think it draws people in. So when the Truth-O-Meter was 

conceived, I believe, at the directive of the top of Tampa Bay Times, was to make fact-checking 

more interesting than just presenting dry facts.  

So they came up with this kind of elaborate six-pronged system for evaluating claims, 

recognizing that a lot of what they found in political speech wasn't just outright truth or outright 
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false. And I think that they, instead of just ending it at False, they came up with Pants on Fire, as 

a way to indicate, you know, what's really, truly ridiculous. 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. So I think that was a good call.... It was a different time. So pros: It's great for marketing. 

I'm drinking from a plastic tumbler that has a Pants on Fire logo on it. It helps our branding. 

Actually, even today or this week, I noticed President Trump's Snapchat team is also using some 

kind of Pants on Fire indicator for claims from the Democratic debate that they felt was 

ridiculous. Clearly, we were onto something when we came up with these things.  

Gotcha. So I also talked to Glenn Kessler at the Post. So the post has the Pinocchio test. 

And he also mentioned that one of the reasons that he's doing this is because the rating 

system or a verdict can offer readers a quickly digested version of the facts or like the 

analysis. So do you agree that PolitiFact's rating system... 

I just want to round that out a little bit, because I think that is the point. That is the central point.  

But I also talked to Daniel Dale at CNN. And so when I mentioned to him Glenn's point, 

and Jon's point as well, he said, Well, he thinks that there might be a danger that by 

labeling the claims that it oversimplifies things. Sometimes the analysis, kind of, it's really 

hard for the analysis to fall in between, or like fall exactly on one category or the other. For 

example, we had Mostly True, Half True and Mostly False. And whenever we were 

chambering, we were like, Well, sometimes it's really hard to define which category it 

belongs to. And so I kind of want to hear more of your thoughts on this. 

So I totally get it though, like, when I think for things that are true or things that are false or 

Pants on Fire, you know, people walk away with a good sense of how accurate that is. And when 
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it's in the middle, they know that there's more to it, and they might not read the article, which can 

be really long, chock full of nuance. They are just kind of like, okay, I don't know what to think 

about that, they might walk away. But I think that's why I like the clarity of our rating system if 

we're going to have a rating system. It's, I think, most of our claims that we evaluate are in the 

middle. So to me, you know, it's on readers, it's on Americans to begin (to) figure out whether 

they care to know the details. 

We encourage people to read the story, but we try to entice them with our, our graphic, and our 

kind of clear view of what we're fact-checking.  

Right. So one of the frustrations that Jon mentioned was sometimes people stop at the 

verdict. And they just look at that. And Glenn mentioned that too. Sometimes people 

complain to him about a certain verdict. And they're like, no, this should be Three 

Pinocchios, not Two Pinocchios. And so one of the concerns that they had, or actually I 

had, too when I was doing this was, it's exactly because of the rating that people might 

ignore what's hidden in the story, and they might like kind of like, jump to the conclusion 

and skip the whole analysis process. So would you have the same concern or like 

frustration when people don't read the story and then just jump to the verdict? 

I think that's pretty common for all kinds of stories. People look at tweets about stories without 

clicking to reading the whole context, people read headlines. And I mean, to an extent in our 

saturated culture, I'm kind of guilty of that, too. So I understand that. That's why I'm pretty big 

on emphasizing our context when we're communicating our stuff on social media. And I'm also 

working to not leave our final argument at the end of the article, trying to give it away more in 

the lede or in the first few paragraphs. So you're going to have people who still aren't going to 

click to read the story. But that's our culture, I think that's just the way it is. So I'm really 



72 

 

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.  

And so we talked about the pros of the rating system as well as some of the concerns. So 

from your perspective, is there anything that the rating system is not doing well enough 

that you think that, you know, can be improved? 

The one thing that's starting to come up with our rating system is, it can be tricky sometimes to 

evaluate claims on social media, or like evidence or examples of misinformation that are pulling 

things that are absolutely true, but combining them to make something that isn't proven. So we 

see a lot more like unproven kind of stuff going around social media now. And I think when the 

Truth-O-Meter was conceived 12 years ago, that wasn't so much the concern. And so when I'm 

dealing with a manipulated … or an out-of-context photo that's like really inflammatory but still 

has something that's true about it, it seems kind of like Mostly False doesn’t do it justice, but it's 

hard of your definition to get to why it should have a different reading. This doesn't come up a 

lot, but I think it's going to come up more. And it's something we should talk about.  

We had another curious example this week with Elizabeth Warren running an obviously phony 

ad on Facebook, but in the same context, saying it was phony. There's no perfect reading through 

that. I think people would argue for, you know, like, Pants on Fire for a particular lie... but to 

argue that she … that wasn't the point. Don't cherry pick, you know. So we were, I think that the 

biggest (thing) about the Truth-O-Meter is probably how much time it takes to come to our 

conclusion. And we built that in because we take our rating seriously, we want them to be 

consistent and logical. So we vet them with the three editors and try to come to the clear, you 

know, clear kind of marker for how accurate a statement is. But this conversation can be really 

quick but they can also be kind of, you know, like, come back to haunt you in the middle of the 
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nights sometimes. Very rarely. But, you know, a lot of times, I think you hit on the, there’s a 

gray area between ratings and the answer isn't always so clear. So, for me, I would probably save 

time if I didn't have to end an article with a rating every day. But I again, I think the rating draws 

people in, it draws attention, rather than a flat story that has great nuance and everybody should 

read it top to bottom. I don’t think it’s necessarily good. 

And you probably read the API argument for no ratings, doing more issues, context explainers? 

Yeah. So a few years ago, Tom Rosenstiel from the American Press Institute, kind of argued 

against rating. For some of the reasons, you kind of foreshadow that they're polarizing, that in 

this kind of time where fact-checkers ourselves, we need to just preach a better understanding of 

the big picture. And so I think that there's something to that, but I think that ultimately, I think 

we have to do a mix of both. So I think at PolitiFact, we've turned to more issue explainers than 

we did 10 years ago as a way to make sure we're not missing the big … the base or broader truth 

and untruth in our society. 

So like, tell me more about 10 years ago, like, what's that transformation? Because I'm not 

necessarily familiar with the transition that happened, you know, that made you shifting 

more toward issue fact-checking instead of. 

I’m happy to clarify. There’s other voices arguing against rating systems because of polarization. 

So there's no specific time point where we decided like we need to change our approach. I think 

our approach is largely the same. But I think that we are stopping to make sure we're not missing 

kind of the big picture. And we're kind of like incorporating that into our ongoing statement 

checking.  
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So I'm editing a story from Jon Greenberg right now, actually, that looks at how Warren 

spending plans add up. And which components of her 50+ plans have, you know, a tax increase 

attached to them, and which ones don't. And other ones that have something attached to them for 

where the revenue is going to come from, like, how reliable is that going to be? So it's really a 

nuanced look, and it's something that's in the weeds and something that we're going to try to 

digest for audience to present an easy-to-understand way, but it's not based off of a specific 

claim. It's going to a broader issue with her campaign.  

Right. So as we talked a little bit about, there is some gray area when it comes to the 

chambering process when sometimes it's really hard to define, Oh, yeah, this is probably 

Mostly True or like this leaning toward Half True. And so what kind of factors generally 

do you take into consideration when you find a claim that’s really hard to define or really 

hard to categorize?  

Well, first, I look at our definition for our ratings.  Because those are pretty time-tested. And I 

think we've incorporated more of the definition language into claims that might be on the bubble 

where we're trying to more clearly explain why we chose this over something else. So it's kind of 

like evaluating a claim that's partially accurate versus one that just has a trace of truth and 

elements of truth. You know, we hash out what's the difference. And actually, some of the harder 

choices are actually between True and Mostly True. You know, I think we had a good example 

of one yesterday was Rand Paul. So when the definition aren't really doing it to help me make 

my mind up, I'm very indecisive. I think I'm, it's not so much that I'm indecisive. But I have a 

hard time putting one perspective over the other when I know we're going to get criticized or 

something. For me, it's kind of like which one is better, easier to defend. And by easier to defend 
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I mean, like, which one would I feel better about? I mean, we are in such contentious time. So as 

you think about that.  

Even as I'm not writing about fact-checks, I read a lot of fact-check sometimes. And 

sometimes I don't necessarily agree with the rating. And so I find myself you know, 

sometimes struggling between the two ratings. So my I have heard some of the criticism 

that's coming out from people who are saying, Well, why, why is this up to only a panel of 

three, three editors? You know, people would say that factory workers are too subjective 

when they are conducting the rating process. So what's your response to that? Really 

curious. 

They're arguing that three is too little? 

Yeah, some of my friends when I talk to them for like, kind of like a pilot study, they'd be 

like, I don't think this is up to just three people. And then it can be like, all of a sudden it 

can be a fact-check that's supposed to be neutral. They're saying when reporters like, 

inevitably bring in their biases, it's really hard for them to understand why only it's up to 

three people to decide. 

Well, that's super interesting. And I wonder if the friends you are talking to are other journalists?  

Some of them are. 

I think our system really reflects the reality of newsrooms. But there aren't a ton of people who 

have that kind of time to debate whether something's true, mostly true. And the more voices you 

invite in, the more, the longer it's going to go on. It’ll just be … it'll become like Congress, 

maybe, where you just talk all the time, nothing gets done. So, you know, I am a little upstanding 

and sensitive to the fact that like, you know, who are these three people that proclaim what truth 
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is, but I think three is a good number because if you have the right people and by right people I 

just mean like, (people who) are willing to speak from their gut, don't care about speaking 

against their friends, don't care about for me speaking against my boss in a chamber, you know, 

it takes guts…. So I think what I'm trying to say is that we should do more educating about how 

much more oversight actually goes into the rating with three people versus other organizations 

that use fact-checking and it might not even get reviewed at all, I mean, or by one person. So I 

would say (a panel of three) isn't the be-all end-all of truth, but it's a lot more oversight than a lot 

of kind of fact-checking that goes on when people are doing maybe one-off or look at other 

newspapers. I think it's a really important check and balance. And I guess what I'm trying to say 

is that if you take three is too little like, there's no one who's doing more. That sounds like 

somebody’s gonna fact-check me on that, but I really don't think it's feasible to get more people 

involved. And I think that there's a lot of fact-checking that goes on without … even with rating 

systems where there's not that kind of review, because of the time and resources it takes. Did you 

talk to Glenn about his process? Like in terms of how he decides come to a rating?  

Yes. So Glenn told me that's basically between him and Salvador, who's another fact-

checker and Meg Kelly, I think. Yeah, so yeah it's mostly like around that number, like 

three or four. And sometimes when they dispute, you know, they just broaden the group, 

bring in more people and then be like, well, we're going to ask for like an outside opinion in 

the same newsroom. Yeah. So it's basically among him and his team to decide. But it's also 

a column, which is really interesting. Like, technically it's a column. So it's analyses, but 

also it’s columnists producing thoughtful pieces. So it might be different than PolitiFact, 

because PolitiFact is a whole organization. 
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You know, I think it’s funny because I don't think that the Fact Checker is seen externally as a 

column. I always felt a little funny when the Tampa Bay Times would put our work in a section 

called “Perspective,” which is, you know, kind of similar, thoughtful analysis editorial. I mean, 

we preach that we are not doing that…. And we have a really rigorous reporting process where 

we're constantly challenging our evidence against other sources. So I think calling it a column 

can undermine it sometimes, but I do see how, you know, there's some choice in the rating You 

know, we try to do it…it's not just how we feel. But I get that. And I'm glad that … it's just a 

peculiar new form of journalism, I think I heard that observation from you. 

So basically about the rating process and the criticism that we talked about, what are the 

ways that you think we could use to improve the rating system to kind of like, dial down the 

criticism? What are your thoughts on that? 

And which criticism do you think I should start to respond to? 

The claim that the rating system sometimes by labeling the claims might oversimplify an 

analysis. So, do you think that's something that as fact-checkers we should take into 

consideration when we're thinking about how to better our rating systems? 

I'm so sorry … but I didn't follow. Criticism that fact-checking…doesn't capture the nuance?  

That the verdict, that the verdict themselves may not capture the nature that facts 

complicated and therefore cannot be categorized, because I do hear that from Daniel, for 

example.  

I just think that's what our rating. I'm looking at our homepage right now for examples that might 

be oversimplified. But I think that's what Half True is really good for, that's what Mostly True 

Mostly False are really good for. They indicate that there's more context to know. 
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So I think I kind of have to disagree with that question a little bit, because I think that while 

people again, they choose not to read our fact-checks because they don't care about Half Trues 

or, you know, they just feel like they're satisfied by the rating and they're not going to get the 

whole picture. I think that the point of our underlying support and evidence is that, there's clearly 

more reason to read it than meets the eye. And we have a rating in the middle especially. So, I 

think that that was actually something that the Truth-O-Meter either considered when it was 

built. 

Do you have anything else that you wish to add that I, you know, maybe did not mention 

that you want to want to be mentioned in my research or you think that I should take into 

consideration doing my project? 

The only thing I would kind of add is – this isn't even like a conscious adjustment, but I think 

we're really trying to be deliberate with claim that we proclaim Pants on Fire, even more so 

because of the super polarizing time. And I think that one conversation we have is just trying to 

be more fair about when we use it, versus when a false will do just fine. So We really are trying 

to say that for the most ridiculous stuff and not just stuff that's wrong. And this is kind of a 

difficult thing to articulate. But I think President Trump makes a number of inaccurate claims all 

the time and … because he is his own person, to just like, give him a lot of Pants on Fires in the 

sense that like, he's repeating this claim, it's wrong. It's wrong. It's wrong. And this isn't even like 

Jon going off of a conversation we've had, I really like that our most recent Pants on Fire for 

Trump is that the whistleblower got his conversation almost completely wrong. Because that's 

the kind of claim that is just like, up is down, right is left, like it's just so wrong and ridiculous, 

right? But a claim that he also made this week that the Kurds are much safer now after the US 

pulled out. I think a lot of people would argue … when we share a fact-check like that, people 
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react on Twitter sometimes especially from the left, like not Pants on Fire. And I kind of feel like 

there's sometimes a time to light it on fire and a time to not. And then that, in that case, there was 

a bit more context to it and since like the Kurds had teamed up with more protection 

comparatively than they did without any protection. But this is still going to something that is 

just not it's just kind of a beside-the-point kind of argument. 

So anyway, I would just say we are aware that we are in a challenging time where trust among 

fact-checkers in the media is very low, among conservatives, especially. But yeah without more 

research, it's hard to know what we should be … (doing) revamping our system, but I was trying 

to think of a new word … like appeasing? I think that's the word…. I hope that helps. I hope I 

didn't sound too defensive because I'm really not like a rating stan. But I think largely like I 

really liked that our fact-checks come with a bite. I really like that.  

But it is very interesting, I know we all read and respect each other, you know. So there's good 

arguments for both ways. But it's interesting that CNN is kind of going the more FactCheck.org 

way in terms of just presenting context, but even FactCheck.org is kind of putting its thumb on 

the rating scale a little bit with the Google system of highlighting claim to be either False or 

Needing Context with some kind of a rating through widgets that we build through Fact Stream.  

(Sanders Reading CNN’s fact-checks) 

I think Daniel’s headlines are good. Like this one such as “Trump nonsensically claims other 

presidents tried to make his Turkey deal for '10 years' or '15 years',” “nonsensical” is a good, 

really good word. And  I'm just curious, like, how different is that from “False: Trump's claim 

presidents tried to make his Turkey deal for 10 years.” I don't know.  

https://www.cnn.com/2019/10/18/politics/fact-check-trump-turkey-syria-deal-10-years-15-years/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/10/18/politics/fact-check-trump-turkey-syria-deal-10-years-15-years/index.html
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I guess one thing that he did mention to me was, language is tricky. And sometimes it's 

really hard to use one word to get the ultimate meaning of this whole analysis. It's kind of 

up to interpretation. I kind of felt the same way like when I was doing my fact-checks as 

well, that sometimes I would find myself not sure about my verdict. And sometimes we can 

tweak the verdict apparently, to make it lean toward Mostly True or Half True, right? So 

apparently, you can like frame it to be another rating. And it seems like there's no right 

answer here. 

I think that's really interesting because the Truth-O-Meter, like the verdict, it's supposed to see 

through that. If something written to a Mostly True that doesn't feel like a Mostly True, or 

something written to a Half True that doesn't feel like it. Or part of it is like extracting from the 

reporter like, is there more context here? Because I feel like you're starting to get onto something 

that would undermine the point but you don't say it. So it's not really about like, to me, I wouldn't 

feel good about like changing a few words to make it Half True. And I don't want it to feel that 

way for the students. It's really about more honest, consistent presentation with what you actually 

found. And for whatever reason, you know, like, that wasn't the rating you came up with, I mean 

it’s kind of like, not being able to see the bigger takeaways from a story you've been working on 

for a long time. Kind of missing the forest for the trees on occasion. So, for me, that's why we 

put the time and energy into the editing process that we do. Even though that's probably for me, 

my biggest gripe with the rating system isn't so much like, is it missing context? But it's like, it 

just takes time and we would save a lot more time if we didn't have to do it. 

 

Lucas Graves 
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So you've been doing a lot of research on the rating systems - fact-checking in general but 

I'm particularly curious about you know your thoughts on the pros and cons of a rating 

system, if that's changed over the years. 

So I think from the early sort of days of fact-checking there's been a pretty active debate among 

fact-checking organizations about that. So as you know, FactCheck.org, which really kind of 

pioneered contemporary fact-checking, does not use a rating system. And then PolitiFact and 

The Washington Post Fact Checker, when they came out just four years later in 2007, both 

employed rating systems. And you know, there were definitely trade-offs and they're pretty well 

understood by the organizations that use them. On the one hand, a rating system helps your work 

to travel farther, because it makes it easy for people to quote your verdicts, and it makes it easy 

to tally up ratings for different politicians and look at that sort of long-term records. So for 

instance both PolitiFact and The Washington Post Fact Checker (column) have been able to 

demonstrate that at least by their own ratings Donald Trump has an extraordinarily bad record in 

terms of truth telling, and that's only possible because they make the effort to quantify sort of 

individual decisions that they reach about political statements. What that means is that 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. Makes it easier to talk about. 

But at the same time the risk is that you end up kind of oversimplifying a verdict. Of course, 

fact-checkers will always say that people should read the full analysis behind their rating. The 

fact is that what people remember, what is most striking is just the rating itself, and so that leads 

to a lot of blowback when either the politicians were being checked, or other observers take issue 

with the kind of claim to scientific certainty that the fact-checkers appear to be making when 

they use the rating system. And of course, if you do use a rating system then it opens you up to 
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charges of inconsistency, because inevitably these are difficult to apply in a consistent way. 

When people are paying attention they can always find cases where a similar claims used to get a 

different rating in the past or where one politician appears to be getting different treatments than 

another. And even if those criticisms have no merit, just the fact of using a rating system and 

applying it makes it possible for critics to find something to object to. 

So in other words, there's always the risk of oversimplifying the work of fact-checking and of 

opening yourself up to more criticism from outside observers. 

Do you see potential backlash from the process that ... it's up to a group of reporters to 

assign a verdict to a claim? 

Yeah I mean I think what that highlights is the fact that the process of evaluating a claim and 

assigning a rating is as much an art as a science that requires judgments by actual people, and it's 

not reducible to a simple consistent method that can be applied the same way all of the time. So 

for that reason you are going to have sometimes disagreements and there's a risk that it can 

appear that fact-checkers are claiming a degree of scientific precision that their work doesn't 

really deserve, since it is based on sort of human judgment. And I think that even fact-checkers 

I've spoken to at PolitiFact recognize that and there is a tension between ultimately deciding the 

rating by a vote but at the same time suggesting that it reflects the degree of truth in the 

statement in some precise way.  

In your perspective, where does that backlash come from, or like what caused that 

perception among people: "Oh yeah, I only remember the verdict." 

In a way fact-checkers can have it both ways, right? The entire purpose assigning a rating of 

labeling a statement "Mostly True" or "Mostly False" or "Pants on Fire" is to make that verdict 
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more memorable and to make it easy to digest for people who may not have time to read and 

analyze a lengthy fact-check. So there's some research that suggests that ratings are more 

effective in terms of helping people to correctly answer a question about a factual claim in 

experimental testing. So if you show someone a false claim and then you show someone a fact-

check with a rating, there's been a significant enhancement in their ability to recall that rating and 

apply it when a rating is used as opposed to when there's no rating. 

But at the same time, everything that we know about motivated reasoning and the tendency of 

people to find rationalizations that support their pre-existing positions makes it not at all 

surprising that when people see a rating that they disagree with, then they're going to look for 

ways to invalidate it, and especially if they are following the work. If they see more than one 

verdict from the fact-checker, then ... their attention may be drawn to cases where something that 

looks like inconsistency emerges. 

Would you consider that like a human nature that a rating system has to bear with, or is 

there any way that we can improve on our end as fact-checkers to improve the rating 

system so that we can dial down this backlash? 

I mean that's a good question. I think that the key is to acknowledge that in the end these are 

judgments, so not to claim a degree of certainty that doesn't exist while at the same time taking 

advantage of the ratings as a way to make facts more digestible. Having looked closely at 

PolitiFact, I think one of the most interesting features of having a rating system and something 

that really is an advantage that people don't often recognize is that because different PolitiFact 

state editions have tried to be consistent in their use of the rating, that actually pushed PolitiFact 

to articulate a methodology and to develop a what you might call a common law or something 

towards evaluating different types of claims. In other words,  to be more thoughtful and 
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reflective about the way that it was reaching verdicts. In the long run that's good for a fact-

checking organization, right? To have some kind of feedback mechanism that's encouraging it to 

seek consistency and to put down on paper the reasoning behind different kinds of verdicts.  

Of course fact-checks can never be perfectly scientific, having a rating system, if you try to apply 

it consistently, encourages you to be more careful and thorough and systematic in your 

reasoning, and I think that's a real advantage that you see, for instance, with PolitiFact. But in 

terms of minimizing the backlash, I mean yes, motivated reasoning is a basic way that we digest 

information as social animals with different kinds of political and social identities. So there's no 

getting around that. But fact-checkers can be transparent about the methodologies, they can be 

careful not to claim that their ratings reflect anything more than the judgment (by) seasoned 

journalist who are doing their best making a good-faithed effort to apply verdicts in a consistent 

way. 

I'm hesitant to say this: it may be the case that abandoning some of the more colorful or 

provocative ratings like "Pants on Fire" would tamp down that partisan response, but I'm not sure 

that that would be worth it, because part of the point of a rating system is to draw attention to 

engage people, and so you know I'm not sure you'd want to get rid of it the kind of color and the 

humor, even though that might you know that might help to moderate a bit the partisan 

responses. 

How do you feel about (an excerpt of the analysis at the top) compared to a rating system? 

I think there's room for multiple approaches. That idea that you heard from CNN is something 

that lots of fact-checkers agree with. A lot of organizations have made that argument, beginning 

with Brooks Jackson at Factcheck.org, who again, is sort of the father of the fact-checking 
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movement in the United States. He would say consistently after PolitiFact and the Washington 

Post Fact Checker came on the scene that, while he was very happy to have these other fact-

checkers out there, he didn't agree with the use of rating systems because he thought that they 

were overly simplistic and that FactCheck.org is based I believe at a university and so it couldn't 

pretend to this kind of scientific precision without a method to back that up. And there's other 

fact-checkers, for instance, Full Fact in the U.K. who initially used a rating system but then 

abandoned it because they found that it was difficult to apply it consistently, and again that it was 

too simplistic given the nuance and complexity that's involved in analyzing political claims.  

So there's definitely merit to that, and I think it's good that you have different organizations 

taking different approaches, and it may be the case that members of the public kind of gravitate 

towards an organization whose method they're more comfortable with, but I would just reinforce 

that as much as I agree with the criticism that like simple ratings don't do justice to the nuance of 

fact-checking work, at the same time, those kind of written projects, a paragraph of analysis just 

doesn't spread the same way. It doesn't have the same impact on politicians, It's not as easy to 

refer to, and so it really limits the impact that fact-checking can have. It can make it harder for 

the information to get out there. 

So you see that news organizations, including CNN, at some point had fact-checkers from 

PolitiFact or from The Washington Post on air to talk about their work, probably because they 

can go through a list of claims and say what the verdict was or how many Pinocchios they got. 

So it makes it kind of easier and more digestible to talk about compared to a sort of just a wordy 

analysis that doesn't reach a sharp conclusion. 
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Do you see how written analysis might not have the same impact as a simple verdict, do you 

see this phenomenon as a result from how people's attention span shortened after the 

explosion of social media for example? 

I wouldn't say that. Look, I don't think that we have solid evidence to suggest that people's 

attention span has measurably shortened due to social media. I know that that's the sort of 

common assumption, but to test that scientifically you'd have to say what exactly you mean, how 

are you measuring attention span. So I don't think we have kind of scientific evidence of that, 

and also it's always been the case that people find it easier to remember simple, colorful badges 

and meters than they do a lengthy analysis. And that's been true long before social media, you 

can see that. Take, for instance, movie reviews that for decades and decades have been using 

thumbs up or thumbs down or four out of five stars as a way to communicate information, right? 

It's a very effective device for summarizing an analysis and for making different items 

comparable right? That's the big advantage I was talking about before. So it gives you a basis for 

comparing fact-checks of different politicians ... just like you can compare movie reviews in part 

based on the Rotten Tomatoes score .... 

But again, the gist of movie reviews is that it's the human judgment, not a precise, consistently-

applied scale that could be reduced to an algorithm. 

My last question for you would be, do you see the roles of different types of fact-checking 

organizations -- the ones with a rating system and the ones without -- as complementary to 

each other in the political environment we are in right now? 

Yeah absolutely. And the people who work for these different fact-checking organizations, both 

in the U.S. and around the world, I mean they communicate often. They get together in 
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conferences, there's a global facts meeting every year, they get together in other ... smaller 

meetings, they cooperate in joint fact-checking initiatives sometimes. So while they apply 

different methods and they don't always agree with every individual ruling, they definitely 

recognize each other's work as legitimate. I think most of them would also say that they're glad 

that there's sort of a diversity of approaches out there.  

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, and that's more likely when you have lots of organizations trying out lots 

of different things than it is if you have a mono culture where everyone's just doing the same 

thing. 

 

Jim Drinkard 

We talked a little bit about your experience editing both Hope and Cal. So tell me about 

your experience when you were at AP specifically related to fact-checking. 

Okay, well, let's see, trying to figure out how far back to go. AP has been fact-checking for a 

long time, arguably longer than anybody, although fact-checking is ... it's hard to pin down sort 

of a gestation point when it was actually known as it is today. But we have done things that were 

sort of branded as fact-checks for a long, long time. I did fact-checking and USA Today for a 

while. I had 20 years of AP and then left for about 10 years to go to USA Today, came back as 

an editor about 10 or 11 years ago. So this is when I came back to AP, we, at some point, in my 

tenure as an editor, we decided to put an even bigger emphasis on the fact-checking that we were 

already doing. And the thing we had that was a strength was a whole cadre of subject matter 
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experts, reporters with beats in the Washington bureau. And there were dozens of them who we 

could enlist in a fact-checking exercise that would bring their subject matter expertise to bear on 

politics. So people who covered the environment, people who covered health care policy, people 

who covered foreign policy ... all of the beats could be harnessed in the service of fact-checking. 

So we sort of trained the staff, and my job was to work with those people, and then Cal was the 

chief writer. He didn't write everything, but the way we did it was, if there was a one subject 

matter fact-check that needed to happen, we would get the reporter who covered that beat, that 

subject matter, to do it. But when we did things like political debates, presidential debates, you 

can get a dozen or more different topics all at the same time, and when we did that, we would set 

up a system where we would have maybe anywhere from four to seven or eight reporters ... all 

listening for their subject areas and all contributing information and critiques of the things that 

were being said in the debate. And Cal was the universal writer for those things. So, that was a 

strength we had at AP, but for all of this time, we have not tried to do the things that Glenn does 

at The Post or that (PolitiFact) does ... to try to somehow quantify the factual sense that 

politicians were making.  

And I guess there are a couple reasons for that. One of them is that while we do have a website, 

AP is a cooperative and it is owned by its newspaper members. So we're providing news copy to 

those members and others who are subscribers to it. We don't ultimately control the way it's 

presented, the way it appears online, the way it even appears in print is. It's up to them. So it's 

very different than if you have one branded outlet for fact-checking, and that's all you do, and 

you control it and you can set it up with bells and whistles and make it attractive for readers. 

That's something that we didn't feel like we could really do because we didn't have that ultimate 

control. And to me, as an editor, I thought, we don't have to create some sort of a yardstick for 
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how false this statement is. We have the entire richness of the English language to do that with, 

and in a way that is tailored to the actual words that were spoken and it can be fine tuned in ways 

that you would lose if all you say is, how many Pinocchios this is or ... is it a whopper or is it a 

jay-walking foul? So we thought that using the power of language was the best way to approach 

that. So that's at a basic level. Since that time, that approach to me has been sort of solidified by 

seeing what other people have done. And I'm not talking about the Post or anyone else that does 

fact-checking. I'm talking about people who are outside and who are readers of that, or maybe 

pundits or people who are aggregators, what they do with it. And they try to quantify it and say 

who is the biggest liar. It's not really something you can legitimately do using the judgments that 

are made by the people who use those yardsticks. For one thing, whoever is the president at the 

time is going to be the most fact-checked person in the universe, and 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. So that's one 

problem.  

Another one is trying to create a hierarchy of factual wrongs ... it can risk being made into a math 

or numerical judgment that is really not valid. I mean, it's misusing that tool to do that, and 

people don't get that. So, anytime you create a scale of factual wrongs, you'll lose the value of the 

words themselves in terms of trying to make those judgments. So I think that is, to me, (using 

language) has always been the right way to go and the AP has always done that. And I know it 

can be flashy and glitzy to have Pinocchios or to have a "Pants on Fire" logo for something, but I 

don't think in the end, it educates the public as much as giving them the words ... the evaluation 

that is, to me, a more serious way of approaching it. And I think that it can be done in an 

entertaining and attractive way for readers. And that's what Cal does so well. I don't know if Seth 
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mentioned this to you, but Cal was just given an award by the Associated Press in the last couple 

of weeks. That's an internal recognition of the work they do. And Cal won one of these rare 

awards at a big banquet up in New York and he went up for that and spoke about it. That might 

be why he was not able to get back to you. He's been in the midst of that and some assignments 

that I know. And those under the gun, I've been trying to get lunch with him for the last two 

weeks and haven't been able to do that either.’ 

So it sounds like you brought up some common concerns among fact-checkers, even those 

who are working for a news organization or a fact-checking outlet that has a rating system. 

So, first of all, from what I understood in my note taking, seems like you're concerned 

about using these labeled ratings to rate something brings the risk of over simple 

simplification and might not be as accurate as when you use plain language to describe or 

to give a tailor made description of each claim?  

Yeah. I think that's fair and and I guess, mostly I want to be careful, but I'm not saying it's just 

totally flat wrong to do it. I understand why they do it and ... it may attract more readers because 

people really do, they want to know, well, how bad was it? But it risks trying to turn something 

into an quantifiably numerical play that doesn't lend itself to that. It's not a thing that you could 

turn into statistics, really, I guess is what I'm saying. 

When I was talking to Glenn Kessler and Jon Greenberg at PolitiFact, both of them 

brought up the point that fact-checking is not a scientific research and the rating system is 

used as, as Kessler puts it, a marketing gimmick. So I want to hear your thoughts on that. 

Well, I would agree with Glenn on that. It is kind of a marketing gimmick. And I will say that at 

some point in the past, Cal and I had conversations about this, just between the two of us and 
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thinking, you know, could we do this if, you know, if we had something we could do on the web 

that would bring more eyeballs in? And we actually ... had so much fun with this. And 

sometimes when we were having so much fun, I realized that we're probably not going to be able 

to do it. If something is this fun, it's probably not going to be ... my bosses won't like it. But we 

were playing with a magic eight ball thing, where the thing where you turn over the eight ball, it 

says ... decidedly wrong or decidedly not. We were trying to come up with things like that that 

could be used. And ultimately we had a lot of fun with it but we decided ... that was too much 

fun and that we just needed to be serious about calling balls and strikes on statements by 

politicians in a more straight-ahead way. But I don't begrudge PolitiFact and The Post, their 

marketing gimmicks do serve a purpose and to the extent that they might get people interested 

who wouldn't otherwise look (at) "Pants on Fire"s. certainly the way we talk and it is a fine way 

to do it. Iit's just more that the people who are readers or who are on the outside of that process 

can be tempted to use it in a way that is not intended to be used, which is ... turning it into a 

batting average for a politician or something. Because not all falsehoods and not all 

misstatements are created equal. 

So when I talked to Bill Adair, he said when he created the Truth-O-Meter at PolitiFact, it 

offered people a choice to either stop at the rating to get a quick fix, or to go beyond the 

rating and read the whole analysis. But some people also told me that they are frustrated 

that readers sometimes don't read the whole thing, and they acknowledge that, and 

sometimes (readers) would criticize fact-checkers for writing it something that they 

disagree with. 
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That's actually a good thing to bring up, because you can get sucked into a rabbit hole ... you can 

get into an argument about whether something is a fib or a lie -- and actually, that's a whole other 

thing that we could talk about if you like to, but the use of the word "lie." But that (is) getting 

into argument about a degree of incorrectness that misses the whole point that you're trying to 

make with the fact-check. AP does not use the word "lie" because ... we don't know what's in the 

mind of the speaker, whether they said something incorrectly by mistake, whether they knew 

better, said it anyway. That's what a lie is, but we don't know whether they know better, always. 

So it's better just to say for whatever reason, this thing the person said is incorrect. 

So with readers who don't necessarily read the whole analysis unless there is a rating to 

draw them in, some fact-checkers told me, if you don't have the writing there, people would 

unlikely read a thousand-word piece now. So you also talked about making it more 

entertaining to draw people in. So how can we do that? 

Well, I think you can do it in the way you present it and, and I think it helps ... sometimes it 

might take 1000 words to get to the bottom of it ... but we didn't find that to be the case. We 

would occasionally do fact-checks that run maybe 600 or 700 words that were all about one 

topic. And we felt like we could pretty exhaustively explore those in that size of a story. But 

many of our fact-check stories deal with an incorrect statement in 150 words or 200 words. If 

you look at the stuff that Cal, and often with Hope's help, (has) done, they're very pithy. They 

can be entertaining too and Cal is just ... very skilled at doing things in a way that can be catchy 

and entertaining without feeling ... dismissive. 

So, I don't know the extent to which you've plowed through all of those and tried to read how 

people do it. But if you haven't looked at some of the things that Cal does, you might just look at 

the top few paragraphs of each story and see how he gets into it. 
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So you would agree that ... we can work on the writing style to draw people in at the top 

part? 

Yeah, yeah. Yeah. And that's what Cal's kind of specialty is, but he's just a really good writer to 

start with and he's written all kinds of beautiful essays and things like that. But he's also really 

good at finding a way into these topics.  

I'm not going to be able to remember it perfectly, but there was a fact-check that we did ... it was 

maybe President George W. Bush.... But …this was something that somebody said about 

presidential polling numbers. And it has to do with a president or a candidate being the highest or 

the lowest since World War II. And that statement was spelled out, and then the next paragraph 

says: That's true, if you ignore Eisenhower, Clinton ... and then he named every other candidate 

since then, because it was just so flat wrong that it was upside down. We could have just said it 

in a more matter-of-fact way, but we named all the people who made that statement incorrect in 

series, and it was like eight or 10 different presidents. And so, that's the kind of writing that 

people will read, they'll just laugh at the end of the sentence and go, "Holy cow!" But, you can 

play with those things ... and it didn't feel snarky, it was so straightforward. That's what made it 

more powerful to say it that way. Right. If I could dig through things I could probably go back 

and find that one but you may be able to find it more easily. 

 

If I can't Google it, I might ask for help. But I will definitely do my research first. So for 

organizations with a fact-checking rating system, from your perspective, how would you 

like them to maybe improve their rating system so as to dial down the criticism that they 

may have or the concerns that you may have. 
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I'm not necessarily suggesting that they not do it or that they change it. I guess I would say, I 

know that PolitiFact does a "Lie of the Year." And ... I kind of wish they wouldn't use that word. 

I mean, you could just call it the "Whopper of the Year" or something like that, but it does imply 

that you know that that person knows better and often they should know better, but it's just, you 

don't have to go there because you have other words that you can use. But in terms of changing 

the rating system, I guess my criticism is mostly of people who (are) outside of those (fact-

checking) folks misuse their work and try to turn it into a numbers game. 

So when we talk about people outside who are misusing this, what do you think might have 

contributed to the misuse of these fact-checks? 

You give people numbers, you give people a rating system, and they'll just take it and run with it 

and do whatever they want to do with it. So you kind of put that out there and then you expose 

yourself to it being misused. I don't know that there's any way to change it or make them stop 

doing it. You have the First Amendment, and people can do what's right what they want. Yeah. 

It's just that if you don't give them that tool to work with, who knows what else they would do 

with it, but I guess it's just a built-in possibility that people can do that and I don't hope you're 

responsible for the way that things are misused. 

So, when I interviewed Jon Greenberg, and Glenn Kessler, they actually gave me pretty 

similar opinions. Glenn told me that people sometimes take these ratings too seriously, to 

the extent that they would argue for a different rating. So do you think people should take 

these ratings seriously? Do you think fact-checkers should take these ratings seriously? 
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I think they should take fact-checking seriously, but I think they need to understand that when a 

rating is given, there's a little subjectivity in that. It's not something that you can plug somebody's 

words into a formula and it will spit out how many Pinocchios it should be. If to the extent that 

people are looking at those ratings, I think they probably should not take them as seriously as 

they do. I know a lot of times the politicians and their staffs do complain, and I'm sure they argue 

with Glenn and with PolitiFact folks about what extent of a Whopper this is.... We certainly get 

arguments and pushback at AP. Politicians take umbrage. But it's interesting that I think they're 

getting more used to it. I think politicians are starting to realize that they're going to be fact-

checked. And they don't push back on every single one by any stretch and they'll sometimes 

argue, say, well here are the things that we based this statement on, and that, hopefully, we have 

already taken that into account and we're writing about that in a statement based on somebody's 

subject matter expertise in the research that we do, and we think that's more valid. 

 

But we don't, we don't try to turn it into ratings for the reasons I stated, that we don't have a place 

to put it on a lot ... it's the kind of thing we can put online and keep control over and we can just 

use plain language to do what we need to do. And that's sufficient. 

One more clarification. So would you argue that having a rating system, giving people these 

numbers, makes it easier for people to misuse the information that they're given? As 

compared to a system without a rating system. 

I mean, if there were no ratings, then obviously people couldn't turn them into a math problem. 

But, you know, they could still count the number of times that a person is fact-checked and 

found wanting. And that, too, would be kind of a misuse. When we decide to fact-check things, 
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we do it because we hear things that are going to mislead people in terms of their political 

opinions and political choices, and we would like to head that off ... your question is whether it 

makes it easier for them to do that, to misuse things? 

Or opens the practice of fact-checking up to misuse.  

Anything you do can be misused, but to the extent when you try to simplify things and make a 

rating system out of them, then you give people the opportunity to oversimplify by using those 

ratings in a way that they're not intended. And so, in that sense, that is a possible fallout from the 

use of ratings. But I don't know that that means that you have to just quit doing it. I just think you 

have to, when you give ratings, you just have to constantly let people know, what this is good for 

and what it's not good for. And even if you do that, you're not gonna fully keep things from being 

misused. 

But I do think that in all of the ways that we do fact-checking, whether it is with ratings or 

without ratings, it has become much more of a part of our journalistic lives and of our readers 

lives to see this and know it's out there. And I hope that it has given politicians some pause about 

the way they use rhetoric publicly. There are plenty of politicians ... I can go back to ... I can 

remember fact-checking in the election with John McCain and Obama. Every time that we would 

fact-check Obama, we would see -- and I can't say every time but quite often -- you would see 

the White House tweaking the way they said something the next time and to get it within bounds. 

During that campaign, (for) McCain, either they weren't paying attention to it or for whatever 

reason, the same rhetoric would get used over and over and over again without change. And so ... 

maybe it was just a judgment that it didn't matter, that people weren't really reading fact-checks, 

or that ... they themselves weren't paying attention to it. I don't know. Or they didn't care. They 

thought that whatever they were saying in the way they were saying it was more important than 
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what we judge to be accuracy. So you kind of hope that it will encourage factuality in politics. 

But there's no guarantee of that either. 

So those are basically all my questions. But before I let you go, is there anything that I 

didn't ask, but I should have asked that you think should be included in my project? 

No, I think actually, we've kind of teased out all the points that were in my mind and then some 

others that weren't even beforehand. I am interested in what you're doing and I would love to see 

the results of it.   
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Appendix B: Activity Log 

Aug. 30 

I don’t start until the Tuesday after Labor Day, so I was busy settling down in Washington D.C. 

for the past week. I encountered a housing crisis and eventually had to lose my first month of 

rent to back out of an unlivable basement studio and move to another apartment across town. I’m 

also dealing with a body pain as I struggle to find out what’s causing it. I’m still finishing up a 

leftover story on state lobbying and revolving door regulations for The Salt Lake Tribune, so 

that’s keeping me busy as well. 

On Friday, we had our first seminar where we heard from Meg Cunningham talking about her 

own experience learning and growing at ABC News. I related with a lot of advices she gave about 

being an intern in a large newsroom where we might get little attention from co-workers 

preoccupied by a tight schedule. Asking for assignments and opportunities, no matter how boring 

or trivial they are, can be helpful in bonding and trust-building with our newsroom colleagues, 

she said. I was the same way when I interned at The Salt Lake Tribune the past summer. I was 

the only data intern there, so I strived to pitch data-driven story ideas to my editors and was 

actively helping other colleagues out with their data analyses and visualizations. I hope I left a 

good impression that I am hardworking and capable of bringing ideas to fruition. 

One thing Meg talked about was adjusting to a faster pace in D.C., and I was really glad she 

touched upon the issue. I’m experiencing a transition from local and state politics to national 

politics, which is uncharted territory where I need to tread more carefully and assume much 

heavier responsibilities. She also addressed the importance of self-care and striking a balance 

between work and personal life. I’m always easily engulfed in my work and I prioritize my work 
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instead my personal life, which is not healthy. However, I’ve decided to devote more time and 

attention to my personal life I can take care of my physical and emotional health at the same 

time. 

Wally Dean also gave some really good advice on being a successful intern. One big takeaway 

for me was how we need to be observant and be able to tell when is a good time to ask questions. 

For my internship at OpenSecrets, I will apparently have a lot to learn, but his advice serves as a 

reminder for me to think over my questions before I ask them and to do my homework first to 

ask the right questions. 

I’m a graduate student, so I’m working on my final project on the usefulness and efficiency of a 

rating system when it comes to fact-checking. I’m gathering recent fact-checks I think are 

interesting, both on presidential and congressional candidates, especially when the rating is Two 

or Three Pinocchios at The Washington Post or Half True or Mostly False at PolitiFact. I’m 

hoping to reach out to fact-checkers at major news outlets next week. 

 

Sept. 6 

I loved my first week at OpenSecrets. We have a very small but tight team where everyone work 

together to brainstorm, research, edit and publish. On my first day, my supervisor Brendan Quinn 

and co-worker Karl Evers-Hillstrom conducted a detailed rundown on the basic rules I need to 

know when covering money in politics. They also familiarized me with OpenSecrets’ website 

and where to find stories. I pitched several stories on the first day I got there, and in just two 

days, with the help of the entire team, I published my first story on cruise line companies’ 
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lobbying effort to block a bill that would allow families to sue the companies for physical and 

emotional damages from on-board accidents, which, surprisingly, is still not allowed under the 

current law. The story was such a quick turnaround because of everyone’s help, and I’m already 

working to publish another story by next Monday. 

I learned a lot about what the FEC and FCC filings are and where to find them. Not only did I get 

a deeper understanding of how domestic lobbying and campaign finance work at the federal level 

— an issue I used to cover for the Columbia Missourian last semester — I was also exposed to a 

lot more new areas, such as foreign lobbying and political ads. It’s a world full of wonder, and I 

took home something new every single day for the past week. I also learned a lot about how the 

newsroom operates, and I hope to learn more from researchers and reporters on how a story takes 

shape, what’s really newsworthy and how to carry a big project on money in politics to the finish 

line. 

We had Paul Overberg from The Wall Street Journal talking about data and census with us this 

Friday. I was excited to know that, other than the Fact Finder, there are so many other sites to 

look for data. Overberg, being a veteran reporter on his beat, walked us through the process of 

how the census data was compiled, which helped me better understand the data-gathering 

methodology. An important discussion we had was just how impactful census can be in multiple 

aspects of our lives. For example, the U.S. Census Bureau tracks the potential impact natural 

disasters could have on certain regions based on the local demographics, which was new to me. I 

had never known how useful census data could be on covering non-census-related issues. 

For my final project, I haven’t reached out to fact-checkers yet because I was overwhelmed by 

deadlines and I was trying to adapt myself to a new work environment. But I’ve started building 
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relationships with several reporters at The Washington Post and ABC News, and I hope they can 

help connect me with fact-checkers as an alternate route if reporters I have in mind don’t respond 

to my inquiries or are too busy for an interview. I think I’ll make more progress next week. 

 

Sept. 13 

After publishing my first story, my second week was more intense. I published four stories on a 

variety of topics: the No Fossil Fuel Money Pledge, gun control, surprise medical billing and 

super PAC-funded political ads. It was an overwhelming but rewarding week. 

My co-worker and editor Karl Evers-Hillstrom would push my boundaries by setting up a daily 

deadline at 5 p.m. almost every single day. In an effort to meet those deadlines, I needed to 

hustle and research on topics I was not familiar with within an hour or two and to quickly write 

up the story. It was the biggest challenge for me during the week. Because I am such a slow 

writer, I needed time to wrap my head around a topic before writing about it. Also, I always 

wanted to make sure I checked every corner before I started writing, and research did take time. I 

didn’t have enough confidence in my own knowledge about gun control, for example, and I 

needed to make sure I understood both the legislation and what one of the gun rights group was 

concerned about. I ended up turning the draft in around 4:40 p.m. and the whole team had to edit 

and fact-check it quickly, for which I felt bad. From this experience, I realized how rusty I got 

after a summer doing long-form stories at The Salt Lake Tribune without having to worry about 

daily deadlines. I’m going to be more mindful about writing on short notice and familiarize 

myself with an array of hot-button issues, so that I don’t panic when I need to write about them. 
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The Friday seminar was really intriguing. It offered me a window into Bill and Hillary Clinton’s 

world in their private life—thanks to Mike McCurry’s detailed description and generosity—as 

well as a chance to think of how to build relationships with White House Press Secretary as a 

White House correspondent. I specifically loved McCurry’s reflection on the relationship 

between the press and the White House when he was the press secretary compared to now. He 

remembered how popular he was among journalists and how he always tried to help. But under 

the current Trump administration, he said, the line between a communications director and a 

press secretary became blurry, and Trump acts as his own press secretary announcing policies 

over Twitter. With a “clammed-up” White House, which hardly conducts press briefings 

anymore, McCurry thought of the situation as dangerous and in need of improvements.  

Then we heard from Ayesha Rascoe from NPR, who talked about how difficult it is for the press 

pool to strategize the way correspondents ask questions because of the lack of briefing 

opportunities. Instead, the president takes questions at the most random events, she said. 

Sometimes during a departure where a helicopter would pick up the president, reporters had to 

shout out topics due to the lack of time and the noise the helicopter made, Rascoe said, which 

sounded really challenging to me. After hearing from both McCurry and Rascoe, I understood 

how difficult a White House correspondent’s job is, and how that has become more so under the 

current administration that discredits the media to an extent it has seemingly become a new 

social norm. It made me wonder how, in such a hostile climate, reporters can build a healthy 

relationship with White House staffers. 

For my final project, I’ve been reading a lot of fact-checks recently done by The Washington 

Post and PolitiFact, specifically on the Democratic presidential debate. I’ve been compiling a 
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list of fact-checks with the ratings “Three Pinocchios” and “Two Pinocchios” as well as “Half 

True” and “Mostly False.” I’m most interested in fact-checkers’ thought process when they 

decide between a pair of ratings, and I’d like to study some cases first before reaching out to the 

fact-checkers and sending them the cases so they can talk to me about how they came to the 

decisions. 

 

Sept. 23 

The past week was a bit slower than the previous one, but I still managed to pitch and publish 

two stories for OpenSecrets. The first one was about how trade groups are hiring Trump-tied 

lobbying firms to lobby the executive branch and Congress against high tariffs as well as try to 

limit Trump’s power on the issue. The second story was a collaboration between me and my co-

worker Karl Evers-Hillstrom on the rollback of EPA water regulations under the Trump 

administration and the lobbying force behind it. I’m feeling more comfortable juggling between 

several stories here, as I have grown more familiar with stories on campaign finance, political 

ads and lobbying. However, I also realized that I need to branch out and learn more about dark 

money, foreign lobbying and personal financial disclosures. 

I’ve been reading Karl’s stories on issues I’m not necessarily familiar with, and I’m really 

impressed by how quickly he manages to write a story and how much context he can gather in 

such a short period of time. I asked him about how he did some of his stories and he explained 

the process to me, but still, I need time and practice to catch up on all the news in order to be as 
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prepared as he is. I’m also looking to pick other researchers’ brains and background myself so 

that I can pitch more different stories. 

Last Tuesday, I went to a disinformation symposium at the Federal Elections Commission with 

OpenSecrets. It was amazing to see a variety of panelists talking about the importance of 

cybersecurity and analyzing how human brains process and enhance misinformation. I’m 

especially glad to hear about the necessity of fact-checking, despite the possible “backfire” effect 

it may have on people who already believe firmly in the misinformation they are exposed to. 

This symposium was quite helpful for my project, and after learning about the project I’m 

working on, our researcher Anna Massoglia said she would introduce me to some fact-checkers 

she knows. 

I learned a lot about how the press corps works in the Capitol building when we went there for a 

tour on Friday morning. I loved learning about the rich history hidden in every corner of the 

building and the many rules lawmakers and journalists have to follow inside the Capitol. I also 

bumped into the Kansas City Star’s Washington correspondent Bryan Lowry, whom I had the 

pleasure to meet almost two years ago when he was still the lead political reporter in Kansas 

City. 

Later we met up with Sen. Roy Blunt’s communications team, which proved to be a really 

helpful conversation. I began to understand that building a relationship with staffers would be 

really helpful in the long run, and having background and off-the-record conversations seems to 

be a must in D.C. politics. I was always very resistant to the idea of these conversations, but in a 

competitive world like Washington, these conversations are also a way to acquire key 

information and insider intel. 
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I’m sending out a list of interview requests to fact-checkers at major fact-checking organizations 

such as The Washington Post, PolitiFact and FactCheck.org, most of whom are authors of the 

fact-checks I’ve gathered during the past weeks. OpenSecrets also has researchers fact-checking 

our stories, and it would be interesting to also hear about their opinions on rating remarks. I’ve 

had little time to reach out to others but I will begin this week. 

 

Sept. 30 

Last week’s news cycle in Washington D.C. seemed busier than usual. I was sitting in front of 

my computer in the newsroom, and ground-shattering news about the now-infamous July 25 

phone call, the whistleblower and the impeachment inquiry just started to flood my Twitter 

timeline. 

My co-worker Karl Evers-Hillstrom was busy rushing out his long-term reporting project, which 

means the responsibility to produce day-turn stories naturally fell on my shoulders. I did manage 

to pitch several story ideas and carry them to the finish line last week. I wrote about the spending 

contrast between the corporate-backed fossil fuel industry and grassroots environmental groups, 

lobbying and spending war between the Big Pharma and insurance companies faced with a 

congressional push for drug pricing, and I co-authored with Karl a story about political groups 

raising money using President Trump’s brand. The third story is so far the most interesting pitch 

I’ve made at OpenSecrets. I stumbled upon a new filing for a super PAC founded by nationalists 

and the story unraveled from there. When I first checked out their homepage, there were long 

paragraphs about how “people of color” was a political “weasel term” and how they would 
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support a group that advocated for 3D-printing gun designs. After I talked to the group’s 

treasurer, however, that language was gone. I blamed myself for a while why I didn’t think of 

grabbing a screenshot of it, and the Wayback Machine didn’t have a snapshot of it either because 

it was too new. Fortunately, the language of that one group wasn’t the focus point of the story. 

We managed to find several “scam PACs” using Trump’s brand to fill their own coffers. 

One month in, I’m accustomed to the fast-paced reporting process here and am learning to 

branch out. I’ve talked to our researchers and I’m excited to learn more about foreign lobbying 

and dark money so that I can explore what’s uncharted territory for me. 

This past week’s seminar was what I enjoyed the most among all the sessions so far. It literally 

could never have been better to hear from Tom Vanden Brook about national security during a 

week when the whistleblower complaint was blowing up on social media and in the news. Tom 

was a great guide and is undoubtedly a great journalist. It was the day after the New York Times 

published information about how the whistleblower was a CIA agent, and we discussed in Tom’s 

office if this was the right call. A lot of us agreed that publishing any information regarding the 

whistleblower’s identity would very likely have a chilling effect on those who trust the media 

and want to come forward. Although I understand the Times’ concern faced with mounting 

attacks from the president discrediting the authenticity of the complaint, the way the paper did it 

was just jaw-dropping. 

After visiting the D.C. bureau of USA Today, we went to the Pentagon and met with one of the 

most forthcoming public information officer I’ve ever met. General Ed Thomas used detailed 

examples to illustrate what a good work relationship between a journalist and a public 

information officer should be, especially when it concerns national security. One of the biggest 
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takeaways I got from our conversation was that sometimes, having a piece of information 

doesn’t mean it is the right thing to publish it right away. Although journalists are supposed to be 

loyal only to the truth, we are also human. When someone is held hostage and his or her life is on 

the line, for example, we should not publish the government’s extraction plan just because we 

want a scoop. But in real life, this happened. 

Our conversation also reminded me that I need to slow down sometimes and examine all the 

sources I have, instead of blindly pushing their agenda for them. General Thomas talked about 

how reporters could be duped into writing an insider-baseball story without hearing from the 

other side of the story. 

As for my project, I’ve begun sending out inquiries to fact-checkers and I’m still waiting on 

responses. Meanwhile, I’m asking our researchers to help connect me to fact-checkers at 

different organizations. I’m also looking at Snopes’ rating system for fact-checks, which is more 

nuanced than The Washington Post’s version and PolitiFact. 

 

Oct. 9 

The past Monday was a bit crazy as our newsroom was trying to rush a story out and beat every 

other media outlet to it — it turns out that a U.S.-based attorney, who paid a D.C. lobbying firm 

$70,000 for a lobbying campaign to elevate the profile of Ukrainian President Volodymyr 

Zelensky “out of good will,” actually hoped to get a job within the Ukrainian government as a 

reward, a new filing showed. The document also revealed a previously unreported meeting with 
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former White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer and Trump’s campaign aides and $35,000 more 

in his spending. 

I landed my eyes on the filing and brought it to my team’s attention in the morning. I noticed that 

the attorney noted his hope for a job in the report, but at the time I still couldn’t make sense of 

how big of a deal this was. After our researcher Anna Massoglia saw it and explained to me 

about the gravity of it, we decided to write the story. RFE/RL broke a story based on the same 

filing before we rolled out ours, but the numbers were off and the outlet didn’t mention anything 

about the attorney’s motives as stated in the records. Therefore, our story was still successfully a 

“scoop.” 

The story later received a shoutout in the next morning’s Politico Playbook. Looking back on 

this experience, I really appreciate having Anna on our team to break it down for me just how 

important the filing was. Also, co-writing with her was a pleasure, even on deadline. RFE/RL’s 

story also made me realize that getting a story out ahead of everyone else might be enticing, but 

it also subjects the story to errors without double checking the numbers. I’m really proud of the 

scoop we had that morning and having the experience working with Foreign Agents Registration 

Act (FARA) filings with Anna’s help. 

Besides this major scoop, I had a small scoop last week as well, and it’s also from digging 

through FARA filings. Former Attorney General Michael Mukasey registered to lobby pro bono 

for an Irainian opposition group backed by former U.S.-designated group MEK, which had set 

up multiple meetings with John Bolton as well as Rudy Giuliani. The group was delisted from 

the U.S. terrorist list following a major lobbying blitz on Congress and the executive branch in 

2012. With the ever-evolving impeachment inquiry dominating the news cycle every day, I 
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analyzed the ad blitz Trump campaign and the Republican Party launched after the impeachment 

inquiry in comparison to a Democratic Party struggling to keep up. Karl and I also quickly wrote 

up the political giving history of the five State Department officials scheduled to testify before 

Congress. The story was going to be out by this Wednesday. However, everything changed after 

Congress released text messages Thursday night suggesting coordination among the ambassadors 

and Giuliani to pressure Ukraine on the Biden investigation. Friday morning, as I was rushing to 

the program seminar at NPR, Karl decided we should publish the story that day. He ended up 

doing most of the heavy lifting because I was away, and it made me realize just how prepared I 

should be especially when faced with such a fast-paced news cycle. 

Drowning in new information as I checked once in a while on Karl’s and my story draft on 

Friday morning, I tried to focus on the wondrous tour around NPR. A big takeaway was that the 

newsroom culture is really diverse, young and energetic. Although I’m not a radio journalist, 

I’ve always enjoyed 

podcasts and NPR news, especially on my drive to and back from Jefferson City when I was 

covering the state Capitol. Being able to have an inside look at what the studios looked like and 

how a three-hours-long show is broken down into sections and precise to the second was truly 

amazing. Hearing about the newsroom’s efforts to not only include more diverse journalists but 

also sources was really refreshing. While it’s absolutely important to talk about diversity in 

domestic newsrooms and source-building, I feel like there lacks a diversity in international news 

coverage. I broadened the discussion to include viewpoints from international journalists as well, 

particularly about how American news outlets keep on parachuting white American journalists 

into Hong Kong, sometimes expecting an already framed story with a stereotypical standoff 
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dynamic between the police and the protesters. I’ve been really frustrated with all the freedom 

frames these outlets have adopted, because the issue that’s driving Hong Kong’s protest is way 

more complicated and nuanced than the pursuit of “freedom,” which I will not get into the details 

of. I’m glad that we talked about the importance of including voices that speak of a foreign 

culture with a certain level of authority and experience. 

For my project, I’ve sent out emails to more than 15 journalists, some of whom responded and 

scheduled interviews with me. In the meantime, I’m waiting to hear back from the rest of them. 

My first interview was this Monday when I spoke with Glenn Kessler, fact-checker at The 

Washington Post’s fact-checking column. He raised a really interesting point when he talked 

about the necessity of a rating system at The Post — ratings were never rock-solid science, he 

said, but rather a “marketing gimmick” to parse through the laborious analysis for the readers 

and offer a digested version of the facts. The team members, which now consist of Glenn 

Kessler, Salvador Rizzo and Meg Kelly, decide among themselves what the ratings should be. 

Sometimes, Kessler said, they disagree, but they would eventually reach a verdict. In his opinion, 

sometimes readers would vehemently disagree with their ratings because of their own partisan 

beliefs, and instead of dictating what people should or should not believe, the column merely 

offers a reference for readers so that they can make their own judgements. 

I’ve also scheduled an interview with Jon Greenburg at PolitiFact for Thursday afternoon. I’m 

going to send out follow-up emails again to all those I’ve contacted and expand my list, so as to 

make sure I have enough sources for my project. 

P.s.: Sorry for the delay. As I explained in the email, I was feeling under the weather after my 

entire newsroom got hit by a cold and we are slowly recovering. My original plan to finish the 
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memo right after I interviewed Glenn was disrupted due to the story we had to rush out on 

Monday as well as my health conditions. I had to leave work early today because of a fever I 

started having last night. 

 

Oct. 13 

I did not write as many stories as I intended to over the past week, mostly because the entire 

newsroom had to prepare for what’s coming next — October 15. It was almost like the calm 

before the storm. Next Tuesday is the day when 12 Democratic presidential hopefuls will be 

sharing a stage and debating with each other. It’s also the day when the quarterly campaign 

finance filings are due. My co-workers and I plan to stay in the office until late at night to crank 

out stories based on the batches of numbers that will be coming in throughout the day. 

On Thursday, I published a story I pitched about the lobbying expenditure of Turkish interest 

groups in the U.S. and how Kurdish groups have been largely outspent in comparison. Reflecting 

on my time at OpenSecrets so far, I’m very glad that I’m diving into a lot of national or even 

international issues that I previously had little knowledge of. But I want more. I want to be able 

to pitch a bigger project than the dayturn stories I wrote on a variety of topics. Bearing that 

ambition in mind, I started to research on two topics I’m interested in: the first one is about 

“bundlers” who help collect checks from donors to boost presidential candidates’ campaigns — 

both President Barack Obama and former presidential candidate Hillary Clinton voluntarily 

disclosed their bundlers, which is what the current candidates are less willing to do. My second 

pitch is about campaign contributions made in the name of shell companies exclusively or 
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largely funded by mega donors, an idea inspired by the recent indictment of Rudy Giuliani 

associates Lev Parnas and Igor Fruman. However, both ideas are still too broad at the moment, 

so I’ll keep communicating with my coworkers to narrow them down. 

As a reporter who’s particularly interested in the money flow behind everything, I was intrigued 

by what I learned on Friday from the Pew Charitable Trusts about the different types of federal 

funding going to state agencies. The largest share of federal budget that is going to the states 

goes to retirement funding, which includes pension and social security. Federal grants account 

for 18 percent of all federal funds transferred to state governments, and federal contracts account 

for 12 percent. Interestingly, federal contracts account for a huge chunk of Virginia’s state 

budget but are not a major source of revenue for Missouri. There are a lot of defense contractors 

based in Virginia and Maryland, which may be one of the reasons why that is the case. I think it 

will also be interesting to zoom in on the federal government’s bidding process to see which 

states get the most contracts and why. 

Caught up in a fast-paced news cycle, it appears that I’ve hit a roadblock on my project. I’ve 

reached out to a lot more fact-checkers last week, but a lot of them told me that they are 

preoccupied by the impeachment inquiry coverage. So far, I’ve only managed to talk to Glenn 

Kessler of The Washington Post and Jon Greenberg of PolitiFact. Greenberg, being a veteran 

fact-checker, was very articulate about the “chambering” process at PolitiFact and why the 

rating system was set up as is. Like Kessler, Greenberg emphasized the importance of being 

consistent with previous fact-checks. He also told me that readers should not be too fixated on 

the ratings themselves but should take in the analyses behind the fact-checks as well. Sadly, he 

said, not a lot of readers finish the article before jumping to their own 
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conclusions. Therefore, he added, he does not approve of The Post’s decision to put the rating 

near the end of each story. 

Apart from Kessler and Greenberg, I’ve also booked an interview with Daniel Dale of CNN this 

Thursday. Despite my efforts contacting multiple reporters at PolitiFact and articulating my 

hope to interview several reporters to make sure of a diverse source pool, however, Angie Holan, 

editor for PolitiFact, declined my interview requests for other reporters. My repeated inquiries 

for the Associated Press and Snopes did not yield fruit either. I plan to talk to our own 

researchers at OpenSecrets, who are better-connected than I am, to see if they can help me find 

more sources to talk to. 

 

Oct. 20 

 

The past week was an excitement for us campaign finance nerds at OpenSecrets. With the 

disclosure of October quarterly filings, we were able to write a flurry of stories based on the 

numbers. For me, the most interesting moment was when Tom Steyer disclosed his near $50 

million campaign funds that he received in merely one quarter, which topped what President 

Donald Trump raised — a whopping $41 million for his campaign committee — during the same 

period. What’s funny, however, is that $47.6 million of what Steyer “raised” came from himself. 

The self-funded billionaire candidate had pledged a $100 million budget for his presidential bid, 

which included a multimillion-dollar ad blitz that some said bought him a ticket to the stage of 

the October Democratic presidential debate.  
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With Steyer being the outlier for his almost exclusively self-funded campaign, Democratic 

frontrunners who led the national and Iowa polls in the past months remained popular among 

voters, quarterly filings show. Former vice president Joe Biden fell short of momentum to keep 

leading the fundraising efforts and also lost his edge in polls to Elizabeth Warren ahead of the 

debate on Tuesday night, which coincided with the relentless attacks other Democratic 

candidates unleashed on Warren on stage. But the biggest takeaway for me was that except for a 

few candidates, most of the presidential contenders spent more than what they raised in the third 

quarter, a newsworthy phenomenon which my recent story was based on. The efforts also come 

as candidates struggle to meet the party-set requirements for the November debate and the 

nearing of the Iowa caucuses in 2020.  

From the filings, I also discovered an interesting pattern of Democratic donors giving to Trump’s 

Republican challengers aiming to weaken the president’s foothold. The filing deadlines collided 

with the October Democratic presidential debate — the date Warren saw fit for her to unveil her 

sweeping anti-corruption plan. So far, all three Democratic frontrunners have similar plans to rid 

Washington politics of influence from the “big money,” so Karl and I wrote a story comparing 

the three ahead of the debate.  

Friday’s visit at the Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) was truly 

inspiring. Not only did we learn the basics about filing and appealing for FOIA requests, we also 

talked at length about what documents to pay attention to and how to collaborate with CREW in 

getting the documents. Working at an ethics watchdog group, I was particularly interested in 

CREW’s view on the FEC lacking the quorum it needed to enforce the law. Looking for 

potential story ideas, I also asked the question as to which areas the media are not covering 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-are-burning-cash-faster-than-they-can-raise-it/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/republican-primary-challengers-funding2020/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/republican-primary-challengers-funding2020/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-want-to-get-money-out-of-politics/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-want-to-get-money-out-of-politics/
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enough. I’m really glad that the members at CREW mentioned the importance of state-level 

watchdogs for ethics violations and how local media outlets should be more aware of the 

problem.  

As for my project, I’m still slowly making progress. I talked to Daniel Dale at CNN and Katie 

Sanders at PolitiFact last week, both offering interesting but conflicting opinions on the rating 

system. Countering Kessler’s description of the Pinocchio Test as a “marketing gimmick,” Dale 

said he would rather sacrifice the clicks than having a rating system that is at risk of 

oversimplifying complicated facts. Dale said he appreciates using an excerpt rather than a rating 

to offer a digested version of the analysis fact-checkers conducted. Sanders, on the other hand, 

stands by PolitiFact’s rating system. Although she’s not a “rating system stan,” she said, she 

does think PolitiFact’s system is well-designed and offers people a scale they can reference to.  

I’ve only been able to get ahold of four sources so far, and a lot of sources I’ve reached out to 

have not gotten back to me. So it’s unlikely for me to turn in a draft by the end of this week. 

Meanwhile, I’ve reached out to Bill Adair, who invented the rating system but then walked away 

from it. It’d be interesting to hear from him. I’ve also reached out to the Associated Press’s fact-

checking program and am waiting for response. For now, I feel that all the conversations I’ve 

had with reporters are stuck with the nature of a rating system instead of solutions. What I mean 

is that reporters either defended their rating system, saying that the ratings draw the audience in, 

or they strongly resisted the idea of a rating system specifically because of the fear that the 

ratings oversimplify a sophisticated analysis. But when I asked about potential ways to improve 

the system to counter the criticism or skepticism people have about the rating system, very few 

ideas were offered to me. Those who defend the system acknowledged the fact that some readers 
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jump to the verdict when reading fact-checks, but don’t appear to think that it’s a problem with 

the rating system itself. I think the above are all interesting findings, but I do want to hear about 

feasible ideas to better the system. Therefore, I think I need to expand my source pool as well as 

make adjustments to my current interview questions. If anyone has any thoughts, I’d be more 

than happy to hear back from you. 

  

Oct. 27 

With the downloaded raw data of the third quarter filings, we were finally able to produce a great 

deal of data-driven stories over the past week. To be honest, I had been slowly and painfully 

producing stories that I didn’t necessarily understand for weeks, feeling anxious and unsure all 

the time. I shared my anxiety with Karl the night of the October Democratic presidential debate, 

asking him to tell me how he felt about my performance at OpenSecrets for the past month. He 

told me that the only thing I needed to do was to speed up, which I finally managed to do over 

the past week. 

Karl’s advice that night was simple but useful — “Just do it,” he told me. He had noticed when 

we worked together in Google Docs that I liked to write a sentence, delete it and then rewrite it 

over and over again until I was satisfied with it. This style of writing worked when I wrote long-

form investigative stories at The Columbia Missourian when I had time to spare, but every 

second counts at OpenSecrets, where the fast-paced news cycle sometimes requires me to 

produce stories within hours. I took his advice and started to focus more on the structure of each 

story. Instead of finessing my language before turning in my draft, I chose to do it during the 
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editing process with my editors, which sped things up. Over the past week, I was able to produce 

three stories, two of which I managed to finish in hours. I wrote about the gap between the 

Republican National Committee and the Democratic National Committee in fundraising efforts. 

The RNC had $59.2 million on hand by the end of September, whereas the DNC had merely $8.6 

million and was $7.2 million in debt. With our exclusive data on industry political giving, I was 

able to write two quick-turn stories on how real estate affiliates favored President Donald Trump 

and Bernie Sanders led the Democratic presidential field in cash from the education sector. 

Because of the data-driven stories, I had to put aside my story ideas about bundlers, which I will 

keep working on next week. 

I’ve been desperately reaching out to a lot of fact-checkers and scholars as well. Hoping to get 

multiple opinions from fact-checkers who don’t see a need to establish a rating system, I’m 

trying to get at least one more fact-checker from a fact-checking organization without a rating 

system. However, neither the Associated Press nor FactCheck.org returned my multiple requests 

over the past two weeks. I did manage to talk to Bill Adair, the founder of PolitiFact and the 

Truth-O-Meter who later decided to move on from the rating systems he created, saying that it 

could not reach conservative readers. As we talked, Bill said he saw the value in having a rating 

system to draw attention to otherwise dull and long analysis. However, he’s also exploring other 

ways to present fact-checks to a conservative audience, the same group of people he didn’t think 

ratings would resonate with. He’s currently testing his hypothesis that presenting the group of 

conservative audience with simple facts instead of the ratings of claims would better inform them 

of the truth. 



119 

 

In the meantime, I’ve started to transcribe all the conversations I’ve had so far with fact-checkers 

and highlight the key arguments they made during our interviews. I’m hoping to include views 

from researchers as well, so I reached out to Lucas Graves, whose book – Deciding What’s True: 

The Rise of Political Fact-Checking in American Journalism – I largely based my literature 

review upon. It would be interesting to hear from him what purpose rating systems serve and if 

he agrees that rating systems aren’t reaching certain audiences. 

 

Nov. 4 

The news cycle appeared to be rather slow over the past week, which turned out to be great for 

me because I finally had time to go to the doctor’s to deal with the health issues that still plague 

me. I managed to quickly write up an interesting story about “dark money” group Americans for 

Job Security’s donors, a group of wealthy fundraisers whose names were finally disclosed 

following years of complaints and lawsuits filed by ethics watchdogs. Among its previously 

secretive donors between 2010 and 2012 were several longtime GOP donors and some who later 

became Trump cabinet members. I also wrote a quick story on how retirees, lawyers and 

investors were among those who gave the most to vulnerable House Democrats who represent 

districts Trump won in the 2016 election. 

Besides, I devoted most of my time on a small project I pitched about “bundlers” — a group of 

well-connected donors who use their influence to collect checks for political candidates. I was 

first exposed to the concept of “bundlers” at the beginning of my internship when I was browsing 

OpenSecrets’ layered website for enterprise story ideas. Soon I learned that while lobbyists are 
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required to disclose their bundling history, citizen bundlers can choose to remain hidden under 

the current law. Both ex-president Barack Obama and then-presidential candidate Hillary Clinton 

disclosed their bundlers willingly. Only two presidential contenders during the 2020 election 

cycle, however, have made their bundler lists public. The largely invisible pool of bundlers who 

operate in the shadows to fuel candidate campaigns was what intrigued me. 

I’m planning to roll out a two-part series on the project this week, starting with Sen. Kamala 

Harris’ (D-Calif.) bundlers. As of now, none of the other media outlets seems to know that her 

campaign already made the list public online. At OpenSecrets, I collaborated with our researcher 

Alex Baumgart and dug into her bundlers’ political giving history. We made interesting 

discoveries based on the data we analyzed — details of which I will save for the next memo — 

and my story will be out early this week. 

I’ve collected seven sources for my graduation project so far, including several fact-checkers at 

organizations with or without a rating system, researcher Lucas Graves, whose book I largely 

cited in my literature review, and a traditional fact-checker at The Intercept who bullet-proofs 

reporters’ stories before publication. 

It’s been a wild journey for me collecting sources to talk to throughout this semester. I’m still for 

responses from several other researchers and reporters, but I need your help deciding if you are 

okay with me building my project on only seven sources. While transcribing our conversations, I 

kept in mind that I should think about what the story is based on the information I learned. So 

far, I think the story is: fact-checkers are generally pleased with the rating system despite some 

backlash. However, most of them appreciate the co-existence of organizations with a rating 



121 

 

system and those without. Some researchers are testing possible alternatives to reach the 

audience that rating systems are likely missing. 

By far, all of them acknowledge the merits as well as the backlashes that rating systems have. 

Almost all of them agree that while rating systems draw criticism, it is not necessary to abolish 

them. Only a few, however, mentioned improving the current rating system or exploring 

alternative ways that may be more effective in presenting the facts. Another interesting point 

raised by The Intercept’s fact-checker Mariam Elba — although not closely linked to the center 

of my research — was that the popularity of fact-checking political claims seemingly distracted 

readers from the process of traditional fact-checking. While battling false claims is important, 

Elba said she hopes people appreciate more how reporters fact-check themselves to make sure 

that they only disseminate correct and accurate information. 

I know time is ticking and thank you all for your patience with me. I will have my first draft 

ready based on my findings by the end of this week at the latest. I would love your thoughts on 

my memo, my struggle as well as my draft once I finish it. 

 

Nov. 11 

I was satisfied with how my story on Sen. Kamala Harris’ bundlers turned out. The presidential 

hopeful, who slashed staff while bleeding cash and lagging in polls, had an army of high-dollar 

fundraisers who helped fundraise for her campaign. However, my data analysis showed that almost 

half of them are making contributions to Harris’ primary opponents, some of whom started as early 

as in February. Losing the loyalty of bundlers is usually a bad sign for presidential candidates – 
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perhaps particularly bad for Harris who has less than 40 percent of campaign cash from small-

dollar donors.  

I did not publish any other story for the past week. I pitched another two story ideas and started 

working on one of them, but I am still waiting for our researchers to send me data for the stories.  

I enjoyed my Friday visit to the Associated Press. Talking to the AP’s science reporter Seth 

Borenstein was a great pleasure. He gave us great advice on how to dive into a topic without any 

knowledge. Science reporting is a lot like doing research, he said. He would start by searching for 

quick and short articles in the most recently news and then look for studies related to the topic he 

covers in Google Scholar. Studies are where he looks for sources and their contact information, 

and if a scholar is cited in multiple studies he comes across, he will know that the scholar may be 

a trustworthy expert. A trick for consulting experts on deadline, he said, is to use the time zones to 

one’s advantage, which had never occurred to me before. He said he was once on deadline and 

ended up consulting experts in Hawaii who had not yet left work.  

My biggest takeaway from the session was the importance to translate enigmatic scientific 

language into an easy read for everyday readers. It is challenging, Borenstein said, but a good 

writer should start by thinking of analogies that people are familiar with. Clarifying with scientists 

by repeating to them their points in one’s own words also helps with mutual understanding, he 

said. Finally, Borenstein said, there are two questions a good reporter should definitely ask: “What 

else should I ask you about that I didn’t ask?” “Who disagrees with you that you trust?” 

At the end of the session, I stopped Borenstein and asked him for help connecting me with AP’s 

fact-checkers, whom I had been trying to reach for weeks. To my rescue, Borenstein emailed a list 

of current fact-checkers and a former colleague who has now retired. In my effort to gain one 
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additional source, I’m going to talk to former AP editor Jim Drinkard tomorrow afternoon for his 

thoughts on the effectiveness of a rating system and why AP did not adopt one. I will incorporate 

his response into my final draft before my defense.  

 

Evidence of Work Completed 

The following links will direct you to work I have completed at the Center for Responsive Politics. 

• How cruise lines lobby Congress to block victim compensation bills 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/how-cruise-lines-lobby-congress-to-block-

victim-compensation-bills/  

• Democrats’ rejection of fossil fuel money marks shift from previous presidential races 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/presidential-democrats-reject-fossil-fuel/  

• Amid discussion on gun control, gun rights groups exert diminished influence 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/amid-discussion-on-guns-control-gun-rights-

groups-exert-diminished-influence/  

• Dueling industry groups to run surprise medical bills ads during Democratic presidential 

debate 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/dueling-industry-groups-to-run-surprise-

medbills-ads-debate/  

• Trump-tied lobbyists press administration on tariffs, Congress not so much 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-tied-lobbyists-press-administration-on-

tariffs/ 

• Fossil fuel industry continues to dwarf environmental interests in election-related spending 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/how-cruise-lines-lobby-congress-to-block-victim-compensation-bills/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/how-cruise-lines-lobby-congress-to-block-victim-compensation-bills/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/presidential-democrats-reject-fossil-fuel/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/amid-discussion-on-guns-control-gun-rights-groups-exert-diminished-influence/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/amid-discussion-on-guns-control-gun-rights-groups-exert-diminished-influence/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/dueling-industry-groups-to-run-surprise-medbills-ads-debate/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/dueling-industry-groups-to-run-surprise-medbills-ads-debate/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-tied-lobbyists-press-administration-on-tariffs/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-tied-lobbyists-press-administration-on-tariffs/
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https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/fossil-fuel-industry-continues-to-dwarf-

environmental-interests-in-election-related-spending/ 

• Big Pharma invests millions as Congress readies drug pricing bills 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/big-pharma-invests-millions-drug-pricing-

bills/ 

• Amid impeachment inquiry, Democrats can’t keep up with multi-million dollar spending 

by Trump allies 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/amid-impeachment-inquiry-democrats-cant-

keep-up/ 

• Former AG Michael Mukasey set to lobby for Iranian dissident group 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/michael-mukasey-set-to-lobby-for-iran-

group/ 

• Turkey outspends Kurdish forces on influence activities in Washington 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/kurds-struggle-to-match-turkeys-firepower-

and-washington-influence/ 

• 2020 Democrats are burning cash faster than they can raise it 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-are-burning-cash-faster-

than-they-can-raise-it/ 

• Democratic donors, Trump critics fund president’s Republican primary challengers 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/republican-primary-challengers-funding2020/  

• RNC continues to dwarf DNC in fundraising 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/rnc-continues-to-dwarf-dnc-2020/  

• Real estate industry remains Trump’s top ally in 2020 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/fossil-fuel-industry-continues-to-dwarf-environmental-interests-in-election-related-spending/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/fossil-fuel-industry-continues-to-dwarf-environmental-interests-in-election-related-spending/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/big-pharma-invests-millions-drug-pricing-bills/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/big-pharma-invests-millions-drug-pricing-bills/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/amid-impeachment-inquiry-democrats-cant-keep-up/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/amid-impeachment-inquiry-democrats-cant-keep-up/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/michael-mukasey-set-to-lobby-for-iran-group/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/michael-mukasey-set-to-lobby-for-iran-group/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/kurds-struggle-to-match-turkeys-firepower-and-washington-influence/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/kurds-struggle-to-match-turkeys-firepower-and-washington-influence/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-are-burning-cash-faster-than-they-can-raise-it/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-are-burning-cash-faster-than-they-can-raise-it/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/republican-primary-challengers-funding2020/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/rnc-continues-to-dwarf-dnc-2020/
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https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/real-estate-industry-trump-ally-2020/  

• Education field gives more to Bernie Sanders than other 2020 Democrats 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/education-reform-more-to-bernie-sanders/  

• GOP heavy hitters, Trump cabinet members revealed as donors to anti-Obama ‘dark money’ 

group 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/donors-to-anti-obama-dark-money-grp/  

• Retirees, lawyers and investors powering House Democrats in Trump-won districts 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/retirees-lawyers-powering-house-democrats/  

• Half of Kamala Harris’ bundlers are funding other 2020 Democrats 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/11/kamala-harris-bundlers-are-funding-other/  

• US-based foreign agent bankrolled Ukraine President Zelensky’s DC lobbying in hopes of 

Ukrainian government job 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/us-based-agent-bankrolled-ukraine-president-

zelenskys-dc-lobbying/ 

• Who’s funding the controversial anti-AOC political ad? 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/whos-funding-the-controversial-anti-aoc-

political-ad/  

• Trump satisfies industry with repeal of Obama water quality rules 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-satisfies-industry-with-repeal-of-

obama-water-quality-rules/ 

• Despite Trump’s distaste, ‘unofficial’ pro-Trump groups continue to raise cash in his name 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/despite-trump-distaste-unofficial-america-

first-groups-continue/ 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/real-estate-industry-trump-ally-2020/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/education-reform-more-to-bernie-sanders/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/donors-to-anti-obama-dark-money-grp/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/retirees-lawyers-powering-house-democrats/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/11/kamala-harris-bundlers-are-funding-other/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/us-based-agent-bankrolled-ukraine-president-zelenskys-dc-lobbying/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/us-based-agent-bankrolled-ukraine-president-zelenskys-dc-lobbying/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/whos-funding-the-controversial-anti-aoc-political-ad/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/whos-funding-the-controversial-anti-aoc-political-ad/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-satisfies-industry-with-repeal-of-obama-water-quality-rules/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/trump-satisfies-industry-with-repeal-of-obama-water-quality-rules/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/despite-trump-distaste-unofficial-america-first-groups-continue/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/09/despite-trump-distaste-unofficial-america-first-groups-continue/
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• The political giving history of Trump’s Ukraine diplomats 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/ukraine-diplomats-political-giving/ 

• Leading 2020 Democrats want to get money out of politics — here’s how they plan to do 

it 

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-want-to-get-money-out-of-

politics/  

 

  

https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/ukraine-diplomats-political-giving/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-want-to-get-money-out-of-politics/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2019/10/2020-democrats-want-to-get-money-out-of-politics/


127 

 

 



128 

 

Appendix C:  Personal Evaluation 

The following is an evaluation letter from my supervisors at the Center for Responsive Politics, 

Brendan Quinn and Karl Evers-Hillstrom. 

 

Personal evaluation 

The following are some skills I’ve learned and knowledge I’ve gained through my internship at 

the Center for Responsive Politics. 
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Writing sophisticated data-driven stories on deadline. Throughout my internship, one of the 

biggest challenges for me was to write data-heavy stories on deadline. I was lucky to witness and 

document history in Washington, D.C., at such an interesting time. However, parachuting into 

national politics coverage also posed a huge challenge. The non-stop news cycle forced me to 

drink from a fire hose every day, reading and learning from the work of some of the most 

brilliant reporters in this city. I also had to expose myself to new topics I had never researched 

before, as well as how and when all kinds of documents are filed and what is considered 

newsworthy – all of which took time.  

After a month interning at the Center for Responsive Politics, I asked my supervisor Karl Evers-

Hillstrom to share with me any concerns he had about my work thus far. As I had expected, he 

said I need to speed up on some of the quick-turn stories. Karl also offered some great advice 

along with it, suggesting that I should write up the lede in the end. That helped a lot from then on 

as I stopped worrying about my story structure whenever I started writing. I changed my strategy 

to write up paragraphs in bullet points and rearrange them to serve the purpose of each story, 

which helped speed up my writing process. 

Tracking and pitching story ideas about political spending, domestic and foreign lobbying, 

political advertisements, “scam PACs,” among others. When I first started my internship, I 

had a vague idea of campaign finance at the federal level. My experience with the so-called 

“money-in-politics” reporting was only confined to campaign contributions and state-level 

lobbying, which made my worry that I would soon run out of story ideas to pitch to my team. To 

my surprise, there are so many more aspects of money-in-politics reporting, ranging from dark 

money groups that spend millions of dollars supporting or opposing political candidates with the 

help of hidden donors to political action committees that lure in small donations from donors for 
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a “bigger cause” but fill their own coffers with the money instead. During the past few months, I 

volunteered to dive into unfamiliar topics, such as political ad spending, big-money bundlers for 

political candidates and tax returns of dark money groups, broadening my research area to cover 

a variety of issues. I’ve since learned a lot more about foreign governments as well as domestic 

hot-button issues, all of which can be told through the lens of money in politics. Hunting for 

story ideas, I also fostered the habit of checking lobbying registration, digital and TV ad 

spending and other documents on a daily basis. Through that experience, I also took a glimpse 

into how the now-dysfunctional Federal Election Commission worked – or failed to work.  

Deeper understanding of the importance of data analysis in storytelling. Although it’s not 

necessarily a reporter intern’s responsibility to clean and analyze data, I managed to apply my 

own data skills whenever I saw an opportunity. For my story on Sen. Kamala Harris’ big-money 

fundraisers who each raised at least $25,000 for her presidential campaign, for example, I built 

on one of our researcher’s database and cross-matched her bundlers of those who used to raise 

money for former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton during her presidential run. I also calculated 

the number of Harris bundlers who made political contributions to other candidates. The 

numbers turned out to be quite telling – almost half of her bundlers are giving to her primary 

opponents, which is commonly considered a bad sign for a presidential contender, especially 

when her campaign was hemorrhaging cash and slashing staff to save money for key state Iowa. 

I was very glad that I could run my own queries and our researchers could therefore fact-check 

my numbers instead of doing the analyses all by themselves.  

Besides running queries, almost all the stories I’ve written at the Center for Responsive Politics 

were based on data findings. How to tell data stories in an interesting and meaningful way 

without boring our readers, therefore, became a key struggle I faced while writing. After several 
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conversations with Karl, I decided to put the most telling piece of data finding at the beginning 

of each story to draw readers in. I also managed to set up the context in many articles to better 

introduce the data findings later in the stories. Just writing about data findings can be really 

challenging and tiresome, I realized, but that’s why providing readers with the right context, 

especially when paired with an intriguing writing style, is of great importance.  

Good journalism comes from great team work. What I really appreciate about my internship 

at the Center for Responsive Politics is the amount of team work that’s built in the newsroom’s 

structure. While Karl is the only money-in-politics reporter in the entire newsroom, we have a 

line of researchers, each with expertise in different areas of money in politics. For example, 

researcher Anna Massoglia is an expert in foreign lobbying, dark money groups and political ads, 

whereas Dan Auble is focused on domestic lobbying. Researchers are responsible for extracting 

data for stories reporters are working on. Instead of only asking for data from them, however, 

Karl and I also consult them about the stories we pitch and brainstorm together to further flesh 

out the story ideas. Interestingly, researchers also help fact-check every story, making sure that 

the data is up-to-date and is used in the right context. They also help a great deal adding to the 

context of the story and provide interesting details that I may have missed about certain 

lobbyists’ contribution history or transactions among a network of dark money groups.  

At the Center for Responsive Politics, a story is never finished just between a reporter and an 

editor. As a reporter intern, I always submit my draft to Karl and my other editor, Sandra Fish, 

for review. Both of them always offer sharp comments to challenge me to think deeper when the 

original draft needs more analysis. When the edit is finished, a researcher will often fact-check 

the article to bulletproof the story. The story then goes to our communications manager, Brendan 

Quinn, who helps edit the story headlines for search engine optimization purposes and promote 
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the story on social media. The chain of team work and the amount of effort all of us put into each 

story, I believe, is why the Center for Responsive Politics produces quality journalism and is 

well respected as an authoritative source of money-in-politics news.  
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Appendix D: Project Proposal 

 

Introduction 

The summer of my junior year in college, I worked as a copy-editing intern at the People’s Daily 

in Beijing, China. It didn’t take me long to notice that some writers would send in drafts containing 

serious factual errors. 

I had known that the department I worked in at the People’s Daily outsourced its reporting to 

writers who weren’t necessarily journalists. What I didn’t expect was they failed to even gather 

the right information. Some of the stories were self-contradicting; some were even products of 

plagiarism. Before long, I found myself checking each draft line by line for errors and signs of 

plagiarism before even starting to perfect the story itself. Somewhere along the newsgathering 

process, the basic step of checking the facts was lost, I thought. Had there not been copy editors 

checking for errors, false or plagiarized information could have been disseminated to the paper’s 

hundreds of millions of readers, which would put the paper’s credibility in danger. 

My experience at the People’s Daily served as a reminder for me from time to time as I wrote and 

edited for my campus newspaper, 107 Investigation. Questioning every piece of information and 

tracing back to the source, I learned to challenge assumptions and to always back the story with 

sufficient and supportive evidence. Still, there was a lack of a systematic newsroom policy for 

fact-checking before or after publication. 

After I came to America, I soon started writing stories for the Columbia Missourian. The 

Missourian’s accuracy check process, for which reporters need to double-check information with 

their sources before publication, kept reminding me of the importance to ensure that every detail 
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in the story needs to be factual and accurate. The rigorous procedure also made me more confident 

in the quality of my reporting. For me, fact-checking is necessary in bulletproofing my story and 

holding myself accountable for the information I present my readers with.  The horror of spreading 

misinformation and therefore misleading my readers in ways I can’t imagine kept me alert most 

of the time. There were times when I made mistakes and had to issue a correction, and I would 

feel embarrassed. But more importantly, I would come to appreciate the importance of getting the 

facts straight. 

Writing for PolitiFact Missouri this semester deepened my interest in and understanding of the 

concept of fact-checking. Apart from holding ourselves accountable and checking for facts before 

publication, I realized I can also go back in time and double-check published claims made by 

pundits, politicians and bloggers to hold them accountable. I enjoyed fetching fresh checkable 

statements from hearings and press conferences at the state Capitol in Jefferson City and getting 

to the very bottom of the claims. My first fact-check was over a list of 10 impeachments against 

judges in Missouri history. I had the chance to travel back in time and review Missouri Senate and 

House journals from nearly a century ago. I had to dig through the files to check for evidence case 

by case. Eventually, history proved the speaker wrong. Going so into the weeds to sniff out the 

truth has never felt so right.  

The semester is coming to an end, but my thrill writing for PolitiFact hasn’t faded a bit. I see a 

new form of journalism where the reporter can just zoom in on one point and gather evidence to 

prove or disprove it. During the process, I’ve also learned to build up relationships with some of 

my go-to sources, and to apply my reporting on initiative petition and lawsuit reform to pitching 

fact-check ideas, developing my niche along the way. I’m intrigued by this form of journalism 
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that’s different from traditional reporting but is no less important, which sparked the idea for me 

to complete my final project on fact-checking. 

 

Professional Skills Component 

As of this point, I haven’t heard back from any news outlets in Washington D.C. yet, but I intend 

to work as an intern helping with data-driven investigative stories in D.C. I hope my work would 

involve making FOIA requests for data, data analysis and writing investigative stories, specifically 

with a focus on campaign finance. During my time in D.C., I will document my reflection on my 

professional work as well as the progress made on my professional analysis in a weekly log and 

send it via email to my committee chair Tom Warhover and my committee members Scott 

Swafford and whoever replaces Barbara Cochran.  

Tom Warhover will be the supervisor of my professional project. I will regularly consult him for 

advice on my professional project, since he has years of experience in leading the collaboration 

between the national PolitiFact team and student reporters at the Columbia Missourian. I will also 

communicate with him as I complete my internship in D.C. because he is my academic advisor 

and was an excellent editor at the Missourian. I will also reach out to Scott Swafford for advice, 

because he was my first editor at the Missourian and he is familiar with my strengths and 

weaknesses as a reporter after we worked together for a year. Meanwhile, I will be in touch 

regularly with the new Washington D.C. program director and I hope to learn from him or her how 

to navigate my life as a reporter in D.C.  

 

Professional Analysis Component 



136 

 

My project will explore how reporters’ view fact-checking and how they fact-check claims in the 

political capital of America, Washington. I will be conducting semi-structured interviews with 

fact-checking journalists who are working in Washington. My sources will not only be limited to 

those who are working at fact-checking organizations like PolitiFact, FactCheck.org or the 

Washington Post’s The Fact Checker column. I will also reach out to those who conduct fact-

checking for long-form investigative pieces before publication at all kinds of news outlets.  I will 

work to answer the research question: 

RQ1 In fact-checkers’ opinions, why is there criticism about the rating systems some fact-checking 

organizations have? 

RQ2: How do they think the rating systems can be improved? 

 

 

 

Biographies 

1. Glenn Kessler has been the editor and chief writer for the Washington Post’s The Fact Checker 

column since 2011. He used to work as the chief State Department reporter for the Washington 

Post for nine years, before which he was the paper’s national business editor covering tax and 

budget policies. He has an expertise in covering the White House, Congress foreign policy, 

economic policy as well as other political issues. He also authored the book The Confidante: 

Condoleezza Rice and the Creation of the Bush Legacy. 
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2. Katie Sanders is the managing editor at PolitiFact. Based in Florida, she regularly 

communicates with regional fact-checking teams consisting of student reporters in Missouri as 

well as West Virginia. She used to fact-check for PunditFact and Florida politics for PolitiFact 

when she was at the Tallahassee bureau of the Tampa Bay Times and Miami Herald. 

3. Jon Greenberg is a senior correspondent at PolitiFact and was fact-checking the 2012 

presidential election campaign. He was part of the crew who founded PunditFact in 2013. Before 

then, he used to be the executive editor at New Hampshire Public Radio and reporter in 

Washington D.C. for National Public Radio. He received two awards from the Society of 

Professional Journalists for investigative reporting. 

4. Jim Drinkard is a former editor at the Associated Press, before which he was a reporter at USA 

Today. While editor at the Associated Press, Drinkard edited fact-checks written by the outlet’s 

fact-checkers Cal Woodward, Hope Yen as well as by other beat reporters.  

5. Lucas Graves is an associated professor at the School of Journalism and Mass Communication 

at the University of Wisconsin. He’s also the author of Deciding What’s True: The Rise of Political 

Fact-Checking in American Journalism, a book published in 2016 based on his research into fact-

checking practices at multiple news organizations. Before joining the university, Graves worked 

for several years as a magazine journalist and media analyst. He was published in Wired magazine, 

Interview and Time Out New York, among other publications.  

6. Bill Adair is the founder of PolitiFact and is now the Knight Professor of the Practice of 

Journalism and Public Policy at Duke University and director of the Duke Reporters’ Lab. He also 

serves as the editor of PolitiFact’s North Carolina fact-checking project. He authored the book The 

Mystery of Flight 427: Inside a Crash Investigation, in which he dived deep into the National 
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Transportation Safety Board’s years-long investigation into the 1994 aviation disaster that cost 

hundreds of lives. 

7. Daniel Dale is a fact-checker at CNN. Before joining the cable network, Dale was the 

Washington bureau chief for The Toronto Star for four years, where he covered the Trump 

administration as well as other U.S. news. During his time at The Toronto Star, Dale also covered 

then-Toronto Mayor Rob Ford.  
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