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SUMMARY

This project was led by the News Co/Lab at Arizona State University in collaboration with the Center for
Media Engagement at The University of Texas at Austin. Together, we designed and tested an online
survey tool that news organizations can use to improve transparency, engagement, and mutual
understanding with the communities they serve.

The News Co/Lab, at ASU's Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication, envisioned,
co-created, and promoted the survey online with the help from newsrooms at The Fresno Bee, The
Kansas City Star, and The Telegraph in Macon, Georgia.

The Center for Media Engagement at UT Austin’s Moody College of Communication researched previous
surveys and co-created the survey instrument with News Co/Lab partners at the Cronkite School. The
collaboration also included feedback from the Media Education Lab at the University of Rhode Island,

American Press Institute, Google Surveys, and those who commented on blog posts of a draft of the

survey guestions. Center for Media Engagement researchers programmed the survey using Qualtrics,

collected and analyzed survey results, and produced this preliminary report.

Under the banner of "news awareness," the survey bundled questions on attitudes about news and local
news with a test of news literacy. In all 4,854 people who live in Fresno, Kansas City, and Macon took
the survey.

The following results stand out from the surveys:

e “Fake” was the first word that came to mind for many people when they saw the word “news,”
but not for “local news” or their local newspaper.

e On average, participants said they consumed national news about once a day, but they
consumed news from their local newspaper much less often.

e Participants thought it was relatively easy to tell the difference between opinion and news. But,
when we tested this idea, we found than only about half the participants could correctly spot a
news story (compared to an opinion piece, analysis, or sponsored content).

o Nearly 90% of participants reported they were at least somewhat confident they could spot
“fake news” when they saw it. However, when we showed them real and fake headlines, less
than three-quarters of the people correctly selected the fake headline.


https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__newscollab.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=l45AxH-kUV29SRQusp9vYR0n1GycN4_2jInuKy6zbqQ&r=EKx37gErWEfkPph4FWlWPSoFRgEonRLjMyGRQgnOtX0&m=wIEnqsJ1HsCxdhTZWsK9QySxh-cvIGwsCHZdhZxDgrM&s=gCwttgElGATLuOx6mq15MeWlxPGEJWpsc7wisHqf98c&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__mediaeducationlab.com_&d=DwMFaQ&c=l45AxH-kUV29SRQusp9vYR0n1GycN4_2jInuKy6zbqQ&r=EKx37gErWEfkPph4FWlWPSoFRgEonRLjMyGRQgnOtX0&m=cVt89EXti7eEtox8BSfcslEYagsTnwUsKUjlFbq42iM&s=4ITZ3MKeKLMgc-Q0U1fUDxuo0v7x-CmQG5BcNZeKIbA&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.americanpressinstitute.org_&d=DwMFaQ&c=l45AxH-kUV29SRQusp9vYR0n1GycN4_2jInuKy6zbqQ&r=EKx37gErWEfkPph4FWlWPSoFRgEonRLjMyGRQgnOtX0&m=cVt89EXti7eEtox8BSfcslEYagsTnwUsKUjlFbq42iM&s=H-tTkp8uq_AUaJHFY6stfyvgi81o3ywbSz1YtUUe0rE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__newscollab.org_2018_02_27_measuring-2Dsurvey-2Dfeedback_&d=DwMFAg&c=l45AxH-kUV29SRQusp9vYR0n1GycN4_2jInuKy6zbqQ&r=EKx37gErWEfkPph4FWlWPSoFRgEonRLjMyGRQgnOtX0&m=sKaJJkDwf8Otmu4A7EUQQExiU-gjApgdrdoSUFiZhvU&s=MmhZOfpJrhXS-b-dpqyyEeoh0QC_WODiH-5AmYiVG4k&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__newscollab.org_2018_02_27_measuring-2Dsurvey-2Dfeedback_&d=DwMFAg&c=l45AxH-kUV29SRQusp9vYR0n1GycN4_2jInuKy6zbqQ&r=EKx37gErWEfkPph4FWlWPSoFRgEonRLjMyGRQgnOtX0&m=sKaJJkDwf8Otmu4A7EUQQExiU-gjApgdrdoSUFiZhvU&s=MmhZOfpJrhXS-b-dpqyyEeoh0QC_WODiH-5AmYiVG4k&e=

e On average, people rated their local news organizations as not very credible, trustworthy,
balanced, fair, or transparent. Average scores were 3 or lower on a 5-point scale, where 5 was
the most positive rating.

e People also rated their local news organizations poorly for how much they engaged with their
communities. Average scores were lower than 3 on a 5-point scale, where 5 was the most
positive rating.

NEWS CONSUMPTION

Respondents were asked to rate their news usage on a 1 (not at all) to 5 (more than once a day) scale
separately for local news, national news, and their local news organization. Most survey participants
said they consumed national news on average about once a day and local news in general slightly less
often. However, participants got news from the three local outlets much less often — on average once a
week or less frequently.

Average news consumption
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WHAT COMES TO MIND WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT NEWS?

We asked respondents to write down the first word that came to their minds when we showed them
three terms: news, local news, and the name of their local news organization (e.g. The Fresno Bee for
Fresno survey takers; The Kansas City Star for those taking the Kansas City survey; and The Telegraph for
those completing the Macon survey). “Fake” was overwhelmingly the most common response in all
three surveys for the term “news.” For “local news,” positive words like “community” and “good” and
negative words like “biased” and “boring” were prevalent. When thinking of the individual local news
outlets, “newspaper” was common. The Telegraph also elicited “outdated,” and The Fresno Bee and The
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Kansas City Star drew the word “liberal.” Figures 1, 2, and 3 on the next three pages show word clouds
for each of the three terms with larger-sized text to indicate more frequently used words.

Center for Media Engagement, 3



Figure 1. Words that came to mind when people saw the word “news
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Figure 2. Words that came to mind when people saw the word “local news”
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Figure 3. Words that came to mind when people saw the name of their local newspaper
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SHARING NEWS ON SOCIAL MEDIA

We asked respondents to rate how often they share news and create their own content on social media
on a scale of 1 (never) to 6 (once a day or more often). Results were fairly consistent across all three
cities. On average, respondents reported sharing news on social media about once a week. They were
less likely to create their own content on social media, with an average of about once or twice a month.
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KNOWLEDGE ABOUT MAJOR NEWS EVENTS

Respondents were asked how much, if anything, they knew about a major news event in their
communities. Each of the news organizations had provided a news event that they covered extensively
for this question. For the Kansas City survey, responses were about evenly divided into thirds between
those who had heard a lot, a little, or nothing at all about the Kansas City Airport project. More than half
of the respondents in the Fresno survey (55.4%) and Macon survey (50.4%) had heard nothing at all
about their news topics, and only 9.0% in Fresno reported that they had heard a lot about it (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Percentages of people who had heard about a major news event in their communities
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Data from Center for Media Engagement
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TELLING THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN TYPES OF STORIES

Respondents were asked to share how easy it was for them to tell the difference between opinion
content and news reporting on a scale of 1 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult) for the news media in general,
local news media, and each of the three regional outlets. Results from all three surveys showed that
participants thought it was the easiest to distinguish between news reporting and opinion content for
local news in particular, with the average being 2.18 for Macon, 2.16 for Fresno and 2.20 for Kansas City.
Respondents said that it became slightly harder to tell the difference when consuming The Telegraph,
The Fresno Bee, The Kansas City Star, or the news media in general, with the averages rising closer to 3
(neither difficult nor easy).
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We also tested whether people could tell the difference between four types of news content — news
stories, opinion pieces, analysis, and sponsored content — based only on the headline and the lead
paragraph. People were randomly assigned to one of four headlines and leads and asked which type
they thought the content was. Over 85% of participants were able to correctly identify the sponsored
content and opinion pieces. About two thirds correctly recognized the analysis piece. Participants had
the most difficulty identifying news content, with about half of participants correctly identifying it. Table

1 on the next page shows percentages of how people categorized each of the four types of news
content.
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Table 1. Percentages showing how people categorize each of the four types of news content (correct

answers are in boldface)

Story Shown News Opinion Analysis Sponsored Correct
Content Answer
Headline: State Legislature = Macon: Macon: Macon: Macon: 0.5% News
Approves Sweeping Tax 52.7% 17.5% 19.3%
Plan Fresno: 1.7%
Fresno: Fresno: Fresno:
K City:
First paragraph: Ina close ~ 57-5% 20.8% 19.9% 1aorl/sas 'ty
. . 0
\;oter,o tvhezs:;;esgissz rzt Kansas City: Kansas City:  Kansas City:
PP . Bt 59.6% 18.2% 21.2%
yesterday with sweeping
tax changes that affect
nearly every taxpayer.
Headline: The Biggest Tax Macon: Macon: Macon: Macon: 3.9% Opinion
Scam in History 2.2% 88.6% 5.3%
Fresno: 4.4%
First paragraph: The bill Fresno: Fresno: Fresno: L
our leaders rammed 2.5% 88.9% 4.2% Kansas City:
. 3.5%
::)r::f:;hljigjekw\l\;:;out Kansas City: Kansas City: Kansas City:
quickry, withe 1.3% 91.5% 3.8%
enough analysis of its likely
economic impact. It's the
biggest tax scam in state
history.
Headline: How the New Macon: Macon: Macon: Macon: 3.1% Analysis
Tax Bill Affects You 7.2% 24.6% 65.1%
Fresno: 2.6%
First paragraph: The tax bill  Fresno: Fresno: Fresno: "
affects each person 9.3% 25.6% 62.5% Kansas City:
. . ) 1.6%
S:IZ?\;?en\:/I\gfI:E;er:Z; brief Kansas City: Kansas City:  Kansas City:
.. 4.0% 26.4% 68.0%
provisions, based on
interviews with tax experts,
and what it means for your
returns.
Headline: Seven Myths Macon: Macon: Macon: Macon: Sponsored
About the Tax Plan 0.5% 9.6% 4.6% 85.3% Content
First paragraph: Knowing Fresno: Fresno: Fresno: Fresno:
0.0% 6.4% 4.4% 89.2%

how to navigate the new
tax system could make the

Center for Media Engagement, 9



difference between getting Kansas City: Kansas City:  Kansas City:  Kansas City:
the refund you deserve or 0.6% 8.3% 5.8% 85.3%
overpaying your taxes. For

a modest fee, our tax

consultants can save you a

lot of money.

AWARENESS OF “FAKE NEWS”

Respondents expressed some confidence in their ability to figure out if online information was correct
and reliable, with average responses ranging from 3.76 in Macon to 3.77 in Kansas City, to 3.83 in Fresno
on a1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. Using the same scale, participants rated whether
they gather ideas from several news sources to get a full picture when they are interested in a topic.
Average scores ranged from 3.92 in Macon, to 4.01 in Kansas City and 4.03 in Fresno.

However, more than half of participants from the Fresno survey (53.4%) said they had shared a news
story online and later discovered it were untrue. Slightly less than half in Macon (47.7%) and in Kansas
City (47.6%) said the same.

Yet, respondents from all three surveys expressed at least some confidence in their ability to recognize a
fake news story. More than a fourth of respondents said they were very confident and more than half
said they were somewhat confident. Very few people reported being not at all confident in their ability
to spot a made-up article. Table 2 shows these percentages.

Table 2. Percentages showing confidence to detect “fake news”

Macon Fresno Kansas City
Very Confident 26.8% 29.2% 27.4%
Somewhat Confident 59.7% 59.9% 61.2%
Not Very Confident 11.4% 9.3% 10.3%
Not at All Confident 2.1% 1.7% 1.0%

Respondents rated how often they take certain actions when verifying the authenticity of a news article
on a scale of 1 (all of the time) to 5 (never). The most consistently used strategy was to look at which
news source published the story, with the average response being 1.46 in Kansas City and Macon and
1.41 in Fresno. Respondents from all three surveys also said they looked at who shared the story with
them and what evidence the story contained all or most of the time to assess the authenticity of stories.
Respondents reported being somewhat less likely to always search for other similar news reports,
although on average they still reported doing so most of the time. Table 3 on the next page shows these
averages.

Center for Media Engagement, 10



Table 3. Average ratings for strategies people employ to authenticate news

Macon Fresno Kansas City
quk at who shared it 1.69 165 171
with you.
Look at whn;h nevys 1.46 141 1.46
source published it.
Look to see what
evidence the story 1.62 1.58 1.64
contains.
Search for other similar 202 198 205

news reports.

Respondents were then presented with a list of four statements about how often they check the validity
of a story before sharing it and asked to choose the one that most accurately described them. The
majority of participants from all three surveys said they always or sometimes check the accuracy of what
they share. A significant portion also said that they never share news on social media. Of the people
who do share online news, only 3.7% in Macon, 3.4% in Fresno and 4.0% in Kansas City said they rarely
or never check the accuracy of the news they share. Table 4 shows these percentages.

Table 4. Percentages for strategies people use to check accuracy of news before sharing
Macon Fresno Kansas City

| always check the

accuracy of what |

share because it’s 40.2% 40.8% 38.8%
important to share only

factual information.

| sometimes check the
accuracy of what |
share when | have time
or reason to do so.

35.6% 41.7% 39.1%

I rarely or never check
the accuracy of what |
share - that's not my
job.

3.7% 3.4% 4.0%

| don't share news on

. . 20.5% 14.1% 18.1%
social media.

To help understand whether people could spot fake news, participants in each survey were shown three
different headlines. One of them was untrue, as noted in Table 5. More than half the respondents in the
Fresno and Kansas City surveys correctly identified the fake headline. Respondents from Macon had
more trouble identifying the fake headline. Table 5 on the next page shows percentages of people who
thought each headline was fake.

Center for Media Engagement, 11



Table 5. Percentage of people who thought each of the following headlines was fake

City Headline Percentage
Macon Hothead jailed over lack of BBQ sauce at Waffle [True] 18.8%
Bizarre: Man says cops ordered him to cut off his dog’s head [True] 33.0%
Macon gang initiation: Shoot white women at mall [Fake] 48.2%
Fresno Judge’s son sends lewd email and obscene photos [True] 10.9%
Bizarre: Sushi fan pulls five-foot tapeworm from his body [True] 29.5%
By population, Fresno is now the 10%" largest city in the U.S. [Fake] 59.7%
Kansas City Man freed from jail after 17 years when 'lookalike' is found [True] 15.6%

Bizarre: Dead body in truck in airport parking lot — for eight months [True] 11.2%
New study: Nearly half the nation's scientists now reject evolution [Fake] 73.1%

MEDIA LITERACY

More than half of participants in all three cities’ surveys expressed full confidence in their ability to find
the information they need online without outside assistance. Only slightly more than 3% of participants
in each survey said they frequently required help when searching for information online. See Table 6.

Table 6. Percentages showing how much help people feel they need to find information online
Macon Fresno Kansas City

I do NOT need help
finding the information 64.7% 62.9% 59.8%
| need online.

| could occasionally use
some help finding the
information | need
online.

31.9% 34.0% 37.0%

| frequently need help
finding the information 3.4% 3.1% 3.2%
I need online.

CREDIBILITY AND TRUST

Respondents were presented with a series of nine positive statements designed to assess the level of
connection and trust that the three local news outlets have with their community. Statements included
“Cares about getting the facts right” and “Is concerned with my interests.” Participants rated each
statement on a scale of 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Then the responses to all nine
statements were averaged together. The resulting averages were 2.81 for The Telegraph, 2.83 for The
Fresno Bee, and 2.77 for The Kansas City Star, demonstrating relatively low trust and connection
between the news organizations and their communities.

Respondents were also asked to rate their local news organization on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) scale regarding how well seven adjectives that relate to credibility and trust described
their local news outlet. The average responses for each adjective among the three local news outlets
varied from 2.68 to 3.53. Across all three surveys, the lowest average was for the adjective
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“transparent,” and the highest was for “biased.” Of the three outlets, The Telegraph was rated the most
favorably for all adjectives, with the exception of “engaging.” Table 7 shows these averages

Table 7. Average ratings for seven adjectives related to credibility and trust

The Telegraph The Fresno Bee The Kansas City Star
Fair 2.85 2.74 2.70
Biased 3.34 3.42 3.53
Accurate 2.99 2.84 2.85
Trustworthy 2.92 2.78 2.75
Credible 3.00 2.84 2.84
Transparent 2.79 2.77 2.68
Engaging 2.87 2.95 2.88

CONCLUSION

While the survey respondents had better impressions of local news than news in general, their opinions
of the specific news organizations were slightly more negative. They also get news from the three
outlets less often than national news media or local news media in general. It was striking that the word
“fake” came to mind so readily when respondents were presented with the word “news.” However,
“fake” was not the word that came to mind for local news or for the specific news outlets.

Among potential criticisms the respondents seemed to have about the news is they saw it as biased and
lacking transparency. They also did not seem to feel the news organizations engaged with them, and
they felt low trust for the news organizations.

People generally expressed confidence in their ability to find information online and to figure out if an
online news story is credible. They also report frequently checking the accuracy of a story by looking at
what news organization published the story and gathering information from other sources before
sharing the story. However, close to half of all participants said they had accidently shared a false story
in the past. Also, more than a fourth of participants in each survey were unable to correctly pick out a
fake news headline.

METHODOLOGY

We recruited participants for the experiment using by disseminated the surveys through Facebook
between May 7 and June 8. Participants accessed the survey through a link, and then completed it on
their own computers after consenting to participate. More than half the participants in the Macon and
Kansas City surveys were from those geographic areas, although for the Fresno survey, only 29.2% of
participants were either from Fresno or the surrounding area. About half the participants are female,
and three-quarters are white. The bulk of the respondents are age 50 or older, and most had earned at
least a bachelor’s degree. As far as political affiliation, more than a third of respondents for the Macon
and Fresno surveys identified as Republicans, while the Kansas City survey has a larger proportion of
those who considered themselves independents. In terms of income, most of the participants had
annual household incomes between $50,000 and $150,000. Table 8 on the next page shows the
demographics of the participants.
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Table 8. Demographics of survey participants for the general survey

Macon Fresno Kansas City
N=1,101 N=1,926 N =1,557
Gender
Male 50.2% 51.5% 51.6%
Female 49.8 48.5 48.4
Race/Ethnicity
White 79.0% 74.3% 80.0%
Black/African American 2.0 0.4 0.6
Asian/Pacific Islander 0.1 0.7 0.2
Hispanic/Latino/Latina 0.1 2.7 0.7
Native American/Alaska  Native 1.2 1.9 1.0
Other/Multiracial 2.7 4.0 2.6
Prefer Not to Respond 14.9 16.0 14.9
Age
18-29 1.4% 1.1% 1.0%
30-49 11.0 6.0 5.9
50-64 41.0 40.8 42.3
65+ 46.6 52.1 50.9
Where They Live
In Macon/Fresno/Kansas City 18.5% 11.0% 15.0%
In the Macon/Fresno/Kansas City region 34.0 18.2 46.4
Elsewhere in the U.S. 47.5 70.4 38.6
Outside of the U.S. 0.0 0.4 0.0
Household Income
Less than $30,000 annually 11.0% 13.6% 11.2%
$30,001 to $50,000 annually 15.3 17.9 12.9
$50,001 to $75,000 annually 16.3 16.9 15.3
$75,001 to $100,000 annually 14.8 14.8 15.7
$100,001 to $150,000 annually 10.3 10.3 11.5
Greater than $150,000 annually 6.4 5.1 7.8
Prefer Not to Respond 25.8 21.4 25.5
Education
Some high school 1.2% 0.9% 0.3%
High school graduate 215 22.6 20.1
Associate’s Degree 20.6 24.7 17.8
Bachelor’s Degree 26.7 24.3 29.6
Master’s Degree or Professional Degree or 23.9 19.4 25.4
higher
Prefer Not to Respond 6.2 8.1 6.7

Political Affiliation

Center for Media Engagement, 14



Democrat 12.0% 17.2% 22.8%

Republican 41.0 34.4 26.0
Independent 28.9 27.8 32.9
Other 9.7 12.1 10.8
Prefer Not to Respond 8.4 8.4 7.5
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