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Abstract

Can presidential misinformation affect political knowledge and policy views of the mass public, even when that
misinformation is followed by a fact-check? We present results from two experiments, conducted online and over
the telephone, in which respondents were presented with Trump misstatements on climate change. While Trump’s
misstatements on their own reduced factual accuracy, corrections prompted the average subject to become more
accurate. Republicans were not as affected by a correction as their Democratic counterparts, but their factual beliefs
about climate change were never more affected by Trump than by the facts. In neither experiment did corrections
affect policy preferences. Debunking treatments can improve factual accuracy even among co-partisans subjected to
presidential misinformation. Yet an increase in climate-related factual accuracy does not sway climate-related attitudes.
Fact-checks can limit the effects of presidential misinformation, but have no impact on the president’s capacity to shape
policy preferences.
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Introduction imagined (Edwards, 2003; Franco et al., Unpublished). In
an age of fact-checking (Graves, 2016), can presidents use
the bully pulpit to spread misinformation—and can they
use that misinformation to bring Americans closer to their
policy preferences?

Here, we present results of two experiments that
aggressively measure the capacity of the current president
to affect factual beliefs and policy attitudes, with and with-
out the presence of fact-checking. In both experiments,
subjects were exposed to misinformation advanced by
President Trump about climate change, with some subjects

Long-standing literature in political science makes clear
that political elites can shape the factual beliefs and policy
attitudes of the mass public, especially co-partisans (Lenz,
2013; Zaller, 1992). Yet whether this capacity extends to
sitting presidents who disseminate misinformation and who
can be fact-checked is an open question. On the one hand,
it is possible that political elites can play a dominant role in
shaping factual beliefs and policy attitudes even in the pres-
ence of fact-checks, with effects most acute among co-par-
tisans. Indeed, some scholars have argued that presidents in
particular can shape the political attitudes of the mass pub-
lic, if 9nly fora short amount of time (Canes-Wrone?, 2005; 'School of Media and Public Affairs, George Washington University, USA
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subsequently exposed to fact-checks of this misinformation.
In general, correcting misinformation about science can be
difficult (Pluviano et al., 2017). As others have recently
found, climate issues in particular may provoke people to
reject factual information (Cook and Lewandowsky, 2016;
Ma et al., 2019). Citizens, especially political independents,
may conflate short-term weather with long-term climate
trends (Hamilton and Stampone, 2013); political controver-
sies around climate change also inhibit agreement with the
facts about the topic (Bolsen and Druckman, 2018; Nisbet
etal., 2015).

In addition to testing a difficult issue, we also incorpo-
rated subjects who, according to prior research (Guess
et al., 2019), might prove especially susceptible to the lure
of misinformation. While much of the recent scholarship in
this area has utilized opt-in online subjects, we conducted
both experiments simultaneously over an opt-in online plat-
form (Amazon Mechanical Turk) and via a random-digit-
dialer (RDD). Our use of the RDD afforded us older, more
conservative subjects than we would have been able to
reach just with Mechanical Turk alone—subjects who prior
research (Guess et al., 2019) suggests often have difficulty
distinguishing false from factual information. In addition,
unlike the Mechanical Turk subjects, RDD subjects were
not paid for their participation. The absence of compensa-
tion removes a possible accuracy incentive for the RDD
respondents. Theoretically, even though we did not pay for
accuracy, Mechanical Turk subjects could have believed
their compensation would be affected by the accuracy of
their responses. Compensation for accuracy can increase
factual accuracy about polarizing political issues (Prior
etal., 2015).

In addition, while previous research has investigated the
effects of fact-checks targeting US presidential candidates
(Wood and Porter, 2017) and senators (Benegal and
Scruggs, 2018), little work has examined whether the
capacity of US presidents to affect factual beliefs and pol-
icy attitudes can be mitigated by fact-checks. In sum, our
experiments tested the effects of fact-checks about a par-
ticularly vexing policy topic, including on subjects who
might generally resist fact-checks and who were not com-
pensated for their participation, thereby removing a poten-
tial accuracy inventive. The fact-checks targeted the current
president. Given these conditions, can fact-checks limit the
ability of the sitting president to shape factual beliefs and
policy attitudes?

Answers to this question have considerable implications
for scholars and policymakers alike. For the last several
years, the public has been awash in misinformation and
“fake news,” and this paper contributes to the emerging
study of this important topic (Lazer et al., 2018). Over the
same period, media organizations have invested heavily
in fact-checking (Graves, 2016), to uncertain ends
(Chan et al., 2017; Nyhan et al., 2019). Some posit that
subjects reject factual information, effectively “backfiring”

(Ma et al., 2019); others reach different conclusions (Guess
and Coppock, 2018). Last but not least, trying to under-
stand the effects of 7Trump’s misstatements in particular is
an essential task. Some scholars have argued that his mis-
statements are crucial to his political popularity, even if the
public may be aware that his misstatements are false (Hahl
etal., 2018).!

In both experiments, and across samples, corrections
made the average subject more factually accurate. While
Republicans were not as affected by a correction as other
partisans, their factual beliefs about climate change were
never more affected by Trump than by the facts. However,
in neither experiment did factual corrections affect
related policy attitudes. Corroborating prior work, fac-
tual accuracy can be enhanced without affecting related
policy attitudes (Barnes et al., 2018). We found that this
was the case even when the factual corrections target the
president.

Design

We tested two Trump misstatements. Experiment 1 cor-
rected a Trump misstatement about climate change science,
while Experiment 2 corrected a Trump misstatement
about climate change policy. In both experiments, subjects
were randomly assigned to be exposed to a misstatement,
or a misstatement paired with a correction, or neither.
Afterwards, all were asked to state their level of agreement
with Trump’s misstatement and to answer a question about
their attitudes toward environmental regulatory policy. We
gathered respondents’ party identification and other covari-
ates prior to treatment. The complete text of both experi-
ments is in the Online Appendix.

We administered each experiment simultaneously online
and over the telephone. For the online survey experiments,
we recruited subjects using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
service. In wide use across the social sciences (Kuziemko
et al., 2015), experimental results observed on Mechanical
Turk have been found to closely approximate those
observed elsewhere (Mullinx et al., 2015). Turk samples,
however, often skew younger and liberal (Huff and Tingley,
2015). To enlist more conservative and older voters in our
experiments, we also relied on an RDD. The surveys were
run by an external vendor using an automated calling sys-
tem with pre-recorded questions to which respondents
answered by pressing numbers on their telephones.?

While previous work has looked at the correspondence
between results gathered over Mechanical Turk and via
RDD (Simons and Chabris, 2012), to the best of our
knowledge this is the first paper in the study of factual cor-
rections to take such an approach. We recruited subjects
via RDD for two primary reasons. First, while Turk sam-
ples tend to be younger and more liberal, those who answer
telephone surveys may be comparatively older and more
conservative. Age and conservatism are both positively
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correlated with distribution of misinformation (Guess
et al., 2019). As is evident from Table 1, combining multi-
ple experimental modes substantially increased the num-
ber of older respondents.

Therefore, and in no small part because our fact-checks
targeted President Trump, reaching out to subjects via RDD
increased the probability that we would observe subjects
backfiring or rejecting the facts.

Second, we did not compensate RDD subjects for their
participation. While we did not tie payment to Mechanical
Turkers for their accuracy, we did pay them for participa-
tion, and we worried that some Turkers may have mistak-
enly believed we were paying them for accuracy—and
connecting compensation to accuracy can increase the lat-
ter (Prior et al., 2015). Researchers who field Mechanical
Turk studies can withhold payment after completion for
any reason; of course, we did not do this, but if subjects had
reason to believe we might do so, they might have worked
harder to achieve accuracy. Because they were not compen-
sated, our RDD subjects would not even have had this mis-
perceived accuracy incentive.

In Experiment 1, we tested a false Trump claim about
the scientific trends related to climate change. In response
to a question about climate change, Trump said that

[climate change] wasn’t working out too well, because it was
getting too cold all over the place. The ice caps were going to
melt, they were going to be gone by now, but now they’re
setting records . . . they’re at a record level.

We randomly exposed some subjects to the claim alone
and randomly exposed others to a correction of Trump’s
claim, which pointed to National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) data to inform subjects that ice
caps are at record low levels. By pointing to NASA data,
we were emulating the correction that popular fact-
checking sources applied to this particular misstatement
(Greenberg, 2018); we did this to increase external valid-
ity. Other subjects were randomly exposed to neither a
misstatement nor a correction and were only asked our
outcome questions. We then asked all subjects to rate their
level of agreement with Trump’s misstatement.

In Experiment 2, we tested a false statement Trump
made while announcing America’s withdrawal from the
Paris Climate Accord. Trump claimed that the accord
would prohibit America from building new coal plants
while giving permission to China and India to build them.
We did not have NASA data to fall back on; instead, we
could only tell subjects assigned to a correction that Trump
was wrong, and that the Paris Accord only set non-binding
emissions targets. Again, our correction mirrored those
provided by prominent fact-checkers (Kessler and Lee,
2017). Because source credibility can influence public
opinion (Druckman, 2001), the absence of a source in the
correction made Experiment 2 an especially demanding

test of factual receptivity. In Experiment 2, like Experiment
1, some subjects were randomly exposed to both the false
statement and the correction, others just to the false state-
ment, and still others to the outcome items alone, with the
last condition serving as a control. We once again asked all
subjects to rate their level of agreement with Trump’s
misstatement.

In both experiments, after measuring factual beliefs we
asked a question meant to measure the effects on proximate
policy attitudes. The question concerned attitudes toward
environmental regulation and read as follows: “Some people
think we need tougher government regulations on business
to protect the environment. Others think that the current reg-
ulations are already too burdensome. Which of the following
statements comes closest to your view?”” Respondents could
then choose between: “We need tougher regulations to pro-
tect the environment / Regulations are already too much of a
burden / Not sure or don’t know.” While this policy attitude
question does not perfectly map onto the underlying factual
issue tested in either experiment, responses should reflect
subjects’ views about Trump’s policy preferences, which
have tended to oppose environmental regulation. By asking
this question, we were testing whether presidential misstate-
ments can compel subjects to align their preferences with the
president disseminating the misinformation. If respondents
supported regulations more after a fact-check, this would
indicate that fact-checks can reduce the ability of presidents
to use the bully pulpit to spread misinformation in service of
their policy preferences. Conversely, if we were unable to
detect effects of fact-checks on policy preferences, this
would point to a limitation in the capacities of fact-checks
vis-a-vis the presidential bully pulpit.

Results

The simultaneous administration of fact-checking experi-
ments on both Mechanical Turk and RDD subjects consti-
tutes one of the primary contributions of this paper. To that
end, as we display in Table 1, the RDD samples were sub-
stantially older and friendlier toward Trump than the
Mechanical Turk samples. For example, in Study 1, 54%
of RDD subjects who heard a correction were over 60
years old. In that same study, only 6% of Mechanical Turk
subjects assigned to a correction was over 60. In Study 2,
41% of RDD subjects who heard a correction were
Republicans; in that study, only 25% of Mechanical Turk
subjects who heard a correction were. Conditional differ-
ences by study and mode, and associated p-values, appear
in the Online Appendix as Figure 4.

The experimental results are displayed in Figure 1. The
accompanying regression results, which reflect ordinary
least squares regressions with binary variables standing in
for treatment conditions and omit the items-only (control)
conditions, appear in Table 2. The figure and table aggregate
results across modes. As the left two panels of Figure 1



Research and Politics

“J3[eIp-uSIp-wopues = QQy SN [BdIUBYDS)| UOZBWY = >Jn]

9l 14 & 89 [44 4 I L 6 1L 65 8¢ Ul 8 1T 1L (47 8¢ :14 ST Ly WSSl
0¢ 14 6€ 65 14 S 9 ¥y 8 LL LS [43 s w €L 83 [44 ST 1T ¥S uonaaLIo) Nl
Ll 8¢ S SS S¥ € 4 L 8 8L LS (KX R 4 1€ 99 19 6€ €€ 8l 0S [oaue)
9t LE LE ¥ 9s L € 9 L 8L 8y oe € IS €€ 9l Ly €9 6€ 6T [43 uswanessiy
S€ 6€ JASE1 4 SS 8 [4 s 8 9L €9 6T 61 9 €€ 0t 144 9s (h4 9t €€ uonda.Lio aday omlp
[43 LE (K 4 89 8 € 8 8 €L 0s 8T Tl ¥S [43 4! 8t (49 6¢ [43 6T |o;ue)
€T 8¢ 8¢ 8% (47 S S 9 L 9L s 6T 0T OF 0€ 1€ 1S .14 9¢€ 8T 9€ JudweIssiyy
1€ 6€ o€ 6V 1S L € s 8 9L 147 6T L1 9¢ 1€ €€ Ly €S LE }14 8¢ uopda4io)  pauiquiod
LT LE s€ 9 141 L 14 L 8 VL [47 6T 61 IV [43 LT (47 14 LE 8T 143 lo3uo)
€l ¥e €5 SS St [4 9 9 6 LL LS ¥e ol § 8l 9L 99 S€ 1T ST S uswelmsslly
Sl oy Sy SS Sy [4 L 8 1 (43 (4 ¥e SI 9 w w ¥9 9¢ LT 0T €9 uoRdaLIoD dUnL
Sl ¥e IS ¥S 9 S 9 9 1 [24 ¥S e s g 1T YL 99 ¥e Ll 1€ €9 |oauo)
LT S€ 8¢ 9% ¥S 0l [4 9 I [4 1S JAA AN ) [43 Ll 0s 0s 9¢ [ 14 ye  uswRlwmSSIL
1€ S€ ¥e W 99 0l € s 0L [4 LT 1T S 8T 8l 9 ¥S 8¢ LT S€ uoRaR.LIoD aay suo
1€ LE [E. 4 LS 6 [4 9 ol w 1S 6T 61 6F 143 Ll (94 1§ €€ 1€ 9¢ |oauc)
¥t S€ [A 014 (4 8 € 9 ol €L (47 6T 61 6¢€ 6T (43 147 L4 (43 8T 6€ JudweIssiy
LT 9¢ Le Ly €S 8 4 9 T 1L (41 6T 61 T LT [43 [} 14 S€ ST oy uopdadLI0) pauIquo)
LT LE 9€ 9 vs 8 € 9 ol (43 (4] 0€ 81 6¢ 1€ 0€ €S Ly 6T 1€ oy lo3uod
001 290> ss9| aAoudde
MOOI$<  -05$ OS> OB SrWa4 JOYPQ UBISY OluedsiH dPe|g 9MUYAA  +Ygd SWOS J0SH +09 65-0b 6681 2Aouddesig  dwna) uedyqndey 3uspuadepul siesdowsq uonipuo) ajdwes Apmg

‘sajdwies pauiquiod ay3 Ul s3uspuodsad JO UOIINGLIISIP DY MOYS SILIIUD p|og "SI1ISIIdIdBIRYD
J0 A103318D JUaIaYIp B USSMIDQ UOIINGLISIP [BUONIPUOD 3y Sunedipul 93ejuadJad e si A1ud [[92 yoeg "apow d|dwes pue Apnis Aq sd13sels adueeq [BUONRIPUOD) *| d|qeL



Porter et al. 5

. Favor regulations to protect
Paris Accords allow all r . 2
R S Polar ice caps at all time environment
states flexibility in meeting
low (5pt-scale--larger values (3pt-scale--larger values
targets (5pt-scale--larger Sk S
s indicate accuracy) indicate support for
values indicate accuracy) 7
regulations)
4.0
3.83
35
333
p=.000001
p=-002
p=.0003
25
@ @ 218
215
2.0
Trump claims Paris Trump claims polar ice- Trump claims Paris Trump claims polar ice-
accords impose caps at all time high accords impose caps at all time high
requirements only on US requirements only on US
. Survey items onl ’ Items & Items, Misstatement,
Y Y Trump Misstatement & Correction

Figure I. Experimental effects on factual understanding (in panels | and 2) and environmental regulation preference (in Panel 3).
Positive values indicate improved accuracy and increased support for environmental regulation. Significant differences (p < .05) are
labeled. These results reflect the models in Table 2.

Table 2. The first and third models report the effect of corrections on factual accuracy, with larger values indicating increased
accuracy. Models two and four report the effect of corrections on preferences for environmental regulation, with larger values
indicating a preference for more regulation. Auxiliary quantities report contrasts by experimental condition, with Tukey-adjusted
p-values for a family of three estimates. The first set of quantities focuses on the correction effects, while the second set focuses on
the misinformation effects.

Experiment | (May 2018) Experiment 2 (June 2018)

Polar caps’ size Enviro regs. Paris accords flex. Enviro regs.
Condition: Misstatement =24k .03 - |5% .07

(.07) (.05) (.07) (.05)
Condition: Correction Nl -0l 13 -.02

(.07) (.05) (.07) (.05)
Constant 3.7|%k 2.| 9wk 3.|9wk* 2.| 6%

(.05) (.04) (.05) (.04)
Auxiliary Quantities
Correction: Misstatement .35%FF (.07) -.04 (.05) 29+ (.07) -.09 (.05)
Misstatement: Items =24 (.07) .03 (.05) .15 (.07) .07 (.05)
Observations 1870 1840 1849 1804
R2 .0l .0004 .0l .002

Regs.: regulations; Flex.: flexibility.
*p < .05; p <.01; ¥¥p <.001.
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Figure 2. Treatment effects conditioned on partisanship for Experiment |. Ribbons depict 95% confidence intervals, and labels
indicate the expected values of these differences for strong Democrats, Independents, and Strong Republicans. These estimates

summarize the regression models in Table 3.

show, on average, being corrected about both Trump mis-
statements led to gains in factual accuracy. For the first
experiment, randomly being exposed to a correction led
to a 0.29 increase in factual accuracy on a 5-point scale,
compared to those who only saw the misstatement. In the
second, along the same scale, corrections yielded a 0.35
increase in accuracy. Without a correction, Trump’s false
statements caused a reduction in accuracy.

Yet whether subjects were compensated for their par-
ticipation, as with the Turk experiments, or not, as with the
RDD experiments, corrections increased mean factual accu-
racy. Even Republicans who were reached over the phone
and were not compensated did not backfire or otherwise
become less accurate after being exposed to a correction.

While corrections can prompt considerable gains in fac-
tual accuracy, policy attitudes prove more stubborn. As the
right two panels of Figure 1 illustrate, in neither study did
we observe corrections changing views about environmen-
tal regulation. While people were more factually accurate
after a correction, their views on regulation were indistin-
guishable from those who did not receive a correction. In
line with other work on misperceptions (Nyhan et al.,
2019), in neither experiment did we see corrective informa-
tion having persuasive power on policy views.

To what extent did partisanship affect receptivity to fac-
tual information? Figures 2 and 3 showcase the effects by
party. For both figures, column one isolates the misinforma-
tion effect, differencing those who answered the outcome
items only from respondents who were also assigned to be
exposed to a Trump misstatement. Column 2 shows the cor-
rection effect, differencing those who saw the outcome
items only from subjects who were exposed to a Trump mis-
statement a factual correction. Finally, column 3 computes
the difference in these two effects, inclusive of all partisans.
The accompanying regression results, which used binary
variables to account for treatment conditions and interacted
those conditions with partisanship while omitting the items-
only conditions, can be found in Table 3. Figures 2 and 3
and Table 3 aggregate responses across modes.

In both experiments, Democrats exhibited the largest
gain in accuracy. The difference between the correction
and misinformation effects was always largest for
Democrats (though not always significantly so). However,
in Experiment 2, the strongest Republicans demonstrated
responsiveness to factual interventions—immediately
after exposure to misinformation propagated by their co-
partisan president (though not significantly so).> In line
with prior work (Hornsey et al., 2016), partisanship
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Figure 3. Treatment effects conditioned on partisanship for Experiment 2. Ribbons depict 95% confidence intervals, and labels
indicate the expected values of these differences for strong Democrats, Independents, and Strong Republicans. These estimates

summarize the regression models in Table 3.

informs beliefs about climate change, but does not deter-
mine them.

Discussion

Despite an aggressive attempt by industry to sow confusion
in the mass public (Oreskes and Conway, 2010), a large
majority of Americans acknowledge the scientific con-
sensus on climate change (Hamilton et al., 2015). Trump’s
presidency raises concerns that any gains in accurate cli-
mate knowledge may be short-lived. As president, he can
generally shape the beliefs of his co-partisans (Lenz, 2013).
Existing research suggests that political independents in
particular may struggle to evince factually accurate beliefs
about climate change (Hamilton and Stampone, 2013). In
sum, Trump as a Republican president may be especially
powerful at convincing Republicans to disbelieve climate
change facts; and given the evidence that political inde-
pendents lack firm factual beliefs about this issue, he may
be able to sway them too.

Our experiments make clear that fact-checks largely
undermine Trump’s ability to reduce accurate knowledge.
Across samples, when a Trump misstatement was followed
by a fact-check, no average member of a partisan subgroup
was made less accurate by the fact-check. This was the
case even on the RDD sample, which recruited subjects
who previous research suggests may have less interest,

compared to other members of the population, in factual
information. If his misstatements are followed by correc-
tions, Trump’s ability to instill false climate beliefs is quite
limited. To be sure, on their own, his misstatements
degrade factual accuracy. But on average, corrections
markedly improved accuracy. Though the effects of cor-
rections were more muted for Republicans, in neither
experiment did Republicans reject the correction for the
word of the president. The increasingly common journalis-
tic practice of fact-checking can have meaningful effects
on mass political knowledge. However, while fact-checks
can curtail the president’s capacity to shape political
knowledge, we are unable to conclude that they can affect
his ability to move people’s policy preferences.

Prior research into the effectiveness’s of fact-checking
has often depended on compensating subjects for partici-
pating (Nyhan et al., 2019; Wood and Porter, 2017), intro-
ducing a possible misperceived accuracy incentive. In the
experiments presented here, even non-compensated sub-
jects were, on average, made more accurate by a correction.
This was true despite our experiments’ focus on scientific
misinformation that can be notoriously difficult to correct.
However, even when they are made more accurate by a cor-
rection, people on average do not change their attitudes.
Previous research has concluded that public support for cli-
mate change mitigating policies may play an essential role
in their enactment (Stokes and Warshaw, 2017). Our
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Table 3. Regression models interacting experimental conditions with respondents’ partisanship. These models provide the
estimates reported in figures 2 and 3. The first and third models report the effect of corrections on factual accuracy respectively: that
respondents report accurate understanding of the polar ice caps’ size, and understand the stipulations of the Paris Climate Accords.
Larger values indicate improved factual understanding. Models two and four report the effect of corrections on preferences for
environmental regulation. Larger values indicate a preference for more environmental regulation. Auxiliary quantities report contrasts
by experimental condition, and respondent partisanship, with Tukey-adjusted p-values for a family of three estimates. The first set of
quantities focuses on the correction effects, while the second set focuses on the misinformation effects.

Experiment | (May 2018)

Experiment 2 (June 2018)

Polar caps’ size Enviro regs. Paris accords flex. Enviro regs.
Condition: Misstatement —.45%F A3 64%F .07
(.15) (.10) (.17) [an!
Cond: Correction A43%F 12 .93k .04
(.15) (.10) (.17) [an)
Partisanship —.30%Fk —.30%Fk -.07% —.29%kk
(.04) (.02) (.04) (.02)
Cond: Misstatement X Partisanship .08 -.02 =27k -0l
(.05) (.03) (.05) (.03)
Cond: Correction X Partisanship -.10% .03 —. 28k -.03
(.05) (.03) (.05) (.03)
Constant 4.56% 3.02%Fk 3.4k 3.04%F*
[an! (.07) (.12) (.08)
Auxiliary Quantities Difference in Effects (Correction effect— Misinformation effect)
Strong Democrats TEEECL) —-.02 (.07) 28 (.12) —.05 (.08)
Independents .34%FF (.07) —.04 (.04) 27 (.07) —.1 (.05)
Strong Republicans —-02 (.12) —.05 (.08) 25 (.13) —.15 (.08)
Misstatement — Items Only
Strong Democrats =37 (.11) 11 (.07) 377 (12) .08 (.08)
Independents —2%%(.07) .06 (.04) —.16 (.07) .06 (.05)
Strong Republicans —-.03 (.12) .02 (.08) =7 (112) .03 (.08)
Observations 1870 1840 1849 1804
R2 A3 24 .10 21

Regs.: regulations; Flex.: flexibility.
*p<.05; #p < .01; *p <.001.

experiments found that disabusing the public of inaccurate
information will likely not, on its own, increase support for
such policies.

In neither experiment did we witness as much effect het-
erogeneity by partisanship as some of the existing literature
might lead one to expect. While we cannot rule out the pos-
sibility that this finding is an idiosyncratic byproduct of our
samples, some recent evidence suggests that treatment
effect heterogeneity is rare in both convenience and non-
convenience samples (Coppock et al., 2018). When it
comes to fact-checking, available evidence shows that par-
tisan responses are often not especially distinct (Wood and
Porter, 2017). Theoretically, it may be the case that factual
information is simply not important enough to inspire the
kind of motivated reasoning that would lead to more
marked partisan differences. Motivated reasoning requires
cognitive effort, and is usually a function of how important
the subject judges the object to be (Taber and Lodge, 2006).
Counter-intuitive though it might sound, people may be
made more accurate by fact-checks across partisan lines

precisely because they do not regard facts as particularly
important. We note, however, that this is only theoretical
speculation.

We would be remiss not to underline several limitations
of the present study. We do not know whether the increases
in accuracy observed among the subjects endured, and if
so, for how long. Indeed, especially for the older, more con-
servative voters we contacted via RDD, it may have been
the case that corrections increased accuracy only briefly.
Such subjects may have media diets that broadcast Trump’s
misstatements without subsequently fact-checking those
misstatements, as we did here. However, because they were
not compensated, we do not believe such subjects’ responses
can be attributed to misperceptions about compensation for
accuracy or other kinds of demand effects; but it still may
have been the case that accuracy increases were short-lived.
More work is needed to precisely measure the longevity of
accuracy effects caused by fact-checks.

Even more broadly, as president, Trump is deeply unu-
sual for many reasons, not least of which is his seeming
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unconcern with trafficking in untruths. According to one
media account, Trump made more than 8000 false or mis-
leading claims within two years of assuming office (Kessler
et al., 2019). Fact-checking a different president, one less
prone to mistruths, might have led to different results. Our
decision to fact-check President Trump increases the exter-
nal validity of our findings, but may diminish their
generalizability.

With those limitations in mind, it is helpful to circle
back to fundamental debates about the power of political
elites generally, and the president in particular, to affect the
mass public. When false claims are followed by a fact-
check, the president’s capacity to degrade mass factual
knowledge is rather limited. However, the same fact-checks
do not have discernible impact on people’s policy views,
including among co-partisans, suggesting that the presi-
dent’s ability to shape policy preferences is, at most,
orthogonal to his ability to affect knowledge.
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Dialer program to conduct the surveys. The calling sample was
generated by randomly selecting a series of four digit numbers
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