
Many fake news stories are just close enough to the truth to seem 
legitimate. In social media feeds, fake stories are there alongside 

legitimate stories. People you know and trust often share the phony 
stories. So do some cable news and talk radio programs. People in 
power also attack genuine news stories they don’t like as fake news. It’s 
becoming more and more difficult to distinguish the fake news from 
the factual news.

So how do we do that? When you don’t know whom or what to 
believe, you have to do your own homework to separate fact from 
fiction. This means getting more involved with what you view online, 
see or hear on broadcast media, and read in print. You are the ultimate 
fact-checker.

CHAPTER 8 
HOW TO TELL  

FAKE NEWS FROM 
REAL NEWS

What Fake News Looks Like
Fake news, when done well, looks a lot like real news. If you’re reading 
a story on a fake news website, it will have a headline, a main article, 
and sometimes an accompanying photo—just like a story on a hard 
news site. If you’re reading a fake post on Facebook or other social 
media, it will look like any other post.
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To determine if the story is fact or fiction, start by examining the 
fake news headline. Compared to news stories from reputable sources, 
fake news headlines tend to be sensational. Consider the following two 
news headlines. Do they seem a little over the top to you?

• $4 Million and 2 Dead Bodies Found in Democrat 
Mayor’s Storage Unit

• Morgue Employee Cremated by Mistake While 
Taking a Nap

They are over the top, and they’re both fake. Yet many legitimate news 
sources also print sensational headlines, known as clickbait. These 
headlines attract curious readers and advertising clicks. For example, 
these headlines for real news stories might seem as unbelievable as those 
headlines for a typical fake news story:

• Donald Trump Campaign Offered Actors $50 to 
Cheer for Him at Presidential Announcement

How do you separate fact from fiction on social media? Do some basic research and 
use common sense to figure out what is reliable information and what is not. 
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• Elephants Deserve Legal “Personhood,” New 
Lawsuit Argues in Connecticut

• “Grumpy Cat” Wins $700,000 in Federal Case 
Over Identity

• Man Shoots Armadillo but Accidentally Hits His 
Mother-in-Law

• Man Swept out to Sea During Sunday Morning 
Baptism

All these headlines sound outrageous, but the stories are true. So you 
can’t always tell a fake news story by how ridiculous it sounds. But a 
sensational headline is often a red flag that a story may be false.

Be wary also of headlines with exaggerated claims, words in all 
capital letters, or words with exclamation points. The article’s writer 
is trying to garner an emotional response. Legitimate news sources 
typically do not use these techniques.

More Red Flags
Many fake news sites are designed to look like legitimate news sites—
and to fool site visitors. You can often spot these sites by their URLs. 
For example, the real CBS News website is at www.cbsnews.com, but 
for a while, a fake news site operated at www.cbsnews.com.co. People 
who weren’t paying close attention thought they were visiting CBS 
News at that address but were getting fake news. So check the URL 
of a website for signs it may not be legitimate. Also look for .co or .om 
at the end of the URL (instead of the more common .com). Look for 
misspellings of a legitimate site name—“washingtonpoast.com” instead 
of “washingtonpost.com,” for example.

In the article itself, look for misspellings and incorrect grammar. 
Many fake stories are written by non-English speakers, and they 
contain many language errors. Next, look at the data contained in the 
article. Many fake news stories present just one piece of evidence, such 
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as survey results, a statement from an expert, or a hacked document, 
to support the entire article. In real journalism, serious claims are 
supported by multiple sources, not a single source. Read the article all 
the way through to the end. Does the article cite its sources, naming 
specific scholars, universities, government agencies, or other entities 
that contributed data? Or is information presented as true without any 
background or sources provided?

Examine any photos accompanying the article. Many fake news 
articles include sexually suggestive, bizarre, or disturbing images—
many of them obviously doctored. After looking at the pictures, 
examine the site hosting the article. Do the other articles on the site 
appear to be legitimate, or are they also suspect? Does the site have 
an “About” section where you can learn more about the hosting 
organization and whether it deals in 
legitimate news? Is it a reputable source 
that you’re familiar with, such as a 
national newspaper or well-known 
media website? Or is it a source you’ve 
never heard of?

While you’re looking at the source, 
also look for the story’s reporter or 
writer. Search for other stories written 
by that person. If your search turns 
up many well-researched stories in 
reputable publications, then the 
story you’re checking on is probably 
real. If the reporter hasn’t written any other stories or if no reporter 
is listed, then the story could be fake.

Make sure that the story is widely reported. Open your web 
browser and do a Google search to see if you can find a similar story 
from another source. If you can’t find any corroborating stories,  
the original story is likely a fake. If you do find similar stories, but 

In real journalism, 
serious claims 
are supported by 
multiple sources, 
not a single source.

85



 

they’re all from similarly questionable sources, that too signals a  
fake. But if you find similar stories from trusted sources—including  
sources across all media, such as television and print—then the story  
is probably true.

To help you separate fact from fiction, several websites specialize 
in debunking fake news, urban legends, and conspiracy theories. The 
most popular of these sites is Snopes (www.snopes.com), a reliable 
source for fact-checking questionable news posts you find online. You 
can browse there for debunked or confirmed stories and search for 
information about a particular item.

If you want to determine the truthfulness of a political news 
item, use PolitiFact (www.politifact.com). PolitiFact relies on a team 
of staffers to research and determine the accuracy of statements from 
elected officials, politicians, and pundits. Accuracy is rated on the site’s 
Truth-O-Meter, in degrees from True to False. 

How to Identify Reputable News Sources
If you see an item from CNN, ABC News, or the Associated Press, it’s 
real news. However, if the item comes from a source that is less well 
known or not known to you at all, investigate further.

To figure out whether a news source is trustworthy, biased, or fake, 
visit Media Bias/Fact Check (www.mediabiasfactcheck.com). This site 
lists most known major media outlets, online and off-line, and ranks 
them according to perceived bias. Enter the name of the website or 
organization to see whether it has a leftward bias, has a right-leaning 
bias, or is relatively unbiased. You can also find out whether a site 
promotes conspiracy theories or pseudoscience (fake science).

Another good test is to see whether the news outlet has an 
ombudsman or public editor to handle consumer complaints and 
criticisms. Similarly, check to see how the source handles mistakes. If a 
source is open to self-examination and freely issues corrections when it 
gets the facts wrong, you can trust it.
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Examining Trusted Sources
Bias is hard to escape, but most mainstream media are more 
balanced than many political diehards would like people to believe. 
Some conservatives talk 
about the “lamestream 
media,” criticizing its 
alleged liberal bias. 
But various studies 
show that most major 
national newspapers, 
magazines, websites, and 
news channels are pretty 
accurate in reporting the 
daily news. Bob Schieffer, 
former anchor of CBS 
Evening News and former 
host of CBS’s Face the 
Nation, says that “what 
drives the vast majority of 
reporters is not a hidden 
political agenda, but 
simply a desire to get the 
story and to get it before 
their competitors.”

In general, traditional 
news gathering organizations 
such as the Associated Press and Bloomberg are relatively unbiased and 
present verifiable facts. So are traditional network news organizations 
(ABC, CBS, and NBC) and major national newspapers (the New York 
Times, Wall Street Journal, and Washington Post). Other organizations, 
such as Slate and the National Review, are more leftward or rightward 
leaning, respectively. They still focus on reporting facts not opinion. 

“What drives the 
vast majority of 
reporters is not a 
hidden political 
agenda, but simply 
a desire to get 
the story and to 
get it before their 
competitors.”

—Bob Schieffer, former anchor 
of CBS Evening News and former 
host of CBS’s Face the Nation
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The following table, based on data from mediabiaschart.com, lays 
out the well-known biases of several popular, established US and 
international news sources:

Type of bias News sources

Strong liberal bias  Alternet, Daily Beast, Daily Kos, 
HuffPost, the Intercept, Mother Jones, 
New Republic, Salon, Slate

Slight liberal bias  Atlantic, BuzzFeed, MSNBC, the 
Nation, New Yorker, Politico, Vanity 
Fair, Vox

Minimal bias  ABC News, Agence France-Press, Al 
Jazeera, Associated Press, Bloomberg, 
British Broadcasting Corporation, 
CBS News, Christian Science Monitor, 
CNN, Guardian, National Public Radio, 
NBC News, New York Times, Public 
Broadcasting Service, Reuters, Time, 
USA Today, Wall Street Journal (news 
section), Washington Post

Slight conservative bias  Economist, the Hill, National Review, 
Wall Street Journal (editorial pages), 
Weekly Standard

Strong conservative bias   Daily Caller, Drudge Report, Fox News, 
Newsmax, New York Post, TheBlaze
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Emphasis News sources

Fact-based reporting ABC News, Agence France-Press, 
Associated Press, Axios, Bloomberg, 
British Broadcasting Corporation, CBS 
News, the Hill, National Public Radio, 
NBC News, New York Post, Politico, 
Public Broadcasting Service, Reuters, 
Time, Wall Street Journal, Washington 
Post

Opinion and analysis  Alternet, BuzzFeed, CNN, Daily Kos, 
Drudge Report, Economist, Fox News, 
Guardian, the Intercept, Mother Jones, 
MSNBC, the Nation, National Review, 
New Republic, New Yorker, New York 
Post, Salon, Slate, Weekly Standard

Misleading or fabricated 
information

Breitbart, Daily Caller, Infowars, 
National Enquirer, Natural News, 
Newsmax, Occupy Democrats, 
Patribotics, Red State, TheBlaze

As the table illustrates, many biased sources report on the news.
But reporting in general tends to gravitate to the middle of the 
political spectrum.

News sources also differ by the mix of hard news and opinion 
that they publish. For example, major national newspapers present 
more news than opinion. Major cable news organizations (CNN, Fox 
News, and MSNBC) present more opinion than fact. Other sources, 
such as the blog Patribotics and Infowars, present much misleading 
or fabricated content. The following table, based on data from 
mediabiaschart.com, shows the breakdown:
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HOW SOCIAL MEDIA FIGHTS 
FAKE NEWS
Social media spreads a significant percentage of fake news, typically by 
people reposting false stories to their online friends. But Facebook, Twitter, 
and other social media have been slow to try to stop the spread of fake 
news. This is partly because their success depends in part on advertising 
revenues, and fake news posts generate a lot of advertising income.

Still, Facebook has tried several approaches to identify or remove 
obvious fake posts and propaganda from its site. Initially, Facebook tried 
to mark fake news stories with a red flag icon. But the company found 
that flagging a story actually encouraged people to read it. Since flagging 
backfired, the editorial staff at Facebook instead opted to include links 
to other, more trustworthy articles—dubbed “Related Articles”—under 
questionable posts. The hope is that users will click the links to read 
more reliable reporting on controversial topics. Facebook has found that 
the “Related Articles” tool has led to fewer shared fake stories. And if 
Facebook’s fact-checkers classify a story as fake, it is demoted in users’ 
news feeds. This makes the fake story harder for users to find and 
reduces its impact and spread.

Despite these efforts, many critics say that Facebook hasn’t done 
enough. Some politicians, journalists, and others are disturbed by how 
fake news and Russian posts and advertising affected the US presidential 
election of 2016. In April 2018, Congress called Facebook founder and CEO 
Mark Zuckerberg to testify about several issues, including Russian election 
interference via Facebook. Zuckerberg apologized for Facebook’s failure 
to stop Russian meddling. He noted that the company would be employing 
new artificial intelligence tools to detect and thwart such activity in future 
elections in the United States and around the world.
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Twitter has been less aggressive than Facebook in fighting fake news. 
As of early 2018, Twitter hadn’t introduced any concrete measures to flag 
or remove fake news items. The company is said to be investigating a tab 
to flag fake news items and machine learning, or artificial intelligence, to 
identify and remove bot accounts.

In April 2018, Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg (seated at the table) spoke to Congress about 
his company’s failure to protect private user data. He also testified about Russian interference 
through Facebook postings during the 2016 presidential election. Facebook has stepped up its 
efforts to detect and flag fake news. But critics say Facebook has a long way to go before it is a 
truly reliable and safe platform.
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Surveys show that the American public trusts the least biased news 
sources more than those with known biases. For example, in 2017 the 
Reynolds Journalism Institute (a center for journalism research at the 
University of Missouri) asked 8,728 news consumers to reveal their top 
twenty most trusted news sources. The following list contains news 
organizations with primarily fact-based reporting and minimal known bias:

1. Economist
2. public television
3. Reuters
4. British Broadcasting Corporation
5. National Public Radio
6. Public Broadcasting Service
7. Guardian
8. Wall Street Journal
9. Los Angeles Times
10. Dallas Morning News
11. local news organizations
12. Politico
13. Associated Press
14. Denver Post
15. Washington Post
16. Time magazine
17. Seattle Times
18. Kansas City Star
19. New York Times
20. USA Today

According to the same report, the least trusted sources are these:

1. Occupy Democrats
2. BuzzFeed 
3. Breitbart 
4. social media in general
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Know Your Own Biases
Perhaps you think that all talk radio shows are conservative 
mouthpieces or that all major newspapers are leftist propaganda outlets. 
If so, chances are that you are biased, not the sources. If you hold 
far-right views, anything to the left of your views might strike you as 
liberal—even if it’s actually in the middle of the political spectrum. 
And if you’re a liberal, anything to the right of your views might 
seem conservative. This is why Fox News viewers think the New York 
Times is liberal (it’s not) and why MSNBC viewers think USA Today is 
conservative (it’s not).

Just because reporting differs from your own viewpoint doesn’t 
mean it’s biased. And in spite of what some pundits claim, you really 
can trust the major news networks and the major national and 
international newspapers. They get it right more often than not.
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