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Our founding fathers wanted a healthy 
marketplace of ideas that offers a diversity of 
views.  Yet, despite a cornucopia of news outlets, 
Americans agree on almost nothing about the 
news media except that it is “biased.”  Large 
majorities say so; they disagree only about the 
direction.  Republicans see a press that leans left, 
Democrats see outlets that lean right, and each is 
certain the other is fooling itself.1  The debate over 
media bias takes for granted that this perception 
is a reaction to something amiss in the content; if 
a reader detects slant, then slant is there to detect. 

That perception supports a large empirical 
literature which measures bias by analyzing 
what media outlets publish in terms of the 
sources they cite, the language they choose, and 
the stories they run.2  It also supports a recurring 
political fight.  So, for example, when Trump 
Administration officials accused Apple News of 
“liberal bias,”3 or when several Democratic 
senators asked the Federal Communications 
Commission to revoke Sinclair’s broadcast 
licenses over a perceived right wing slant in their 
local news coverage (a request which former FCC 
Chairman Ajit Pai courageously denied),4 all of 
these politicians were making a claim about the 
product: that its editors, or its algorithm, have 
tilted the content towards one end of the political 
spectrum over the other.  And regardless of the 
political orientation of the person complaining, 
the suggested remedy is always the same—
neutralize the content and the perceived bias will 
go away. 

This PERSPECTIVE offers a reason to doubt that the 
perception of bias is a property of content at all.  

In a survey demonstration, respondents assigned 
a partisan lean to statements that have no 
defensible partisan direction.  Take, for example, 
a simple statement on the unemployment rate 
and the change in consumer prices.  The survey 
revealed that roughly half of the respondents saw 
a partisan lean in a simple factual statement.  And 
the lean they report was incoherent: among those 
who perceived a lean, the split between “left” and 
“right” was a coin flip.  People did not detect a 
slant in the inflation rate; they simply supplied 
one. 

[T]he question “Is the news biased?” 
is not answerable by examining the 
news alone, because a meaningful 
share of perceived bias is supplied by 
the beholder. 

 

Accordingly, the results of the survey do not 
indicate that respondents cannot detect 
legitimate partisan slant.  When a statement 
carries a genuine political position—“the 
government should cut taxes”—the respondents 
identify the side and agree on it.  The survey 
reveals that the bias problem is specific to facts: 
presented with a verified, neutrally worded 
number, a large share of the public reads a 
political message into it even though they cannot 
agree on what the message is. 

The remainder of this PERSPECTIVE describes the 
survey, presents the results, and draws the 
implication: the question “Is the news biased?” is 
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not answerable by examining the news alone, 
because a meaningful share of perceived bias is 
supplied by the beholder. 

The survey reveals that the bias 
problem is specific to facts: 
presented with a verified, neutrally 
worded number, a large share of the 
public reads a political message into 
it even though they cannot agree on 
what the message is. 

 

The Survey 

In this survey, 208 U.S. adults were presented 
with eight short, declarative statements written 
in the style of a news report and stripped of any 
outlet name, byline, or framing.5  For each 
statement, respondents were asked not whether 
they agreed with it, and not whether it was true, 
but how they perceived its political orientation 
on a five-point scale from Left to Right.  Thirty-
five respondents gave the identical answer to all 
eight items and are excluded as non-responsive, 
leaving 173 respondents. 

The eight statements offered to the survey 
respondents were as follows:  

• The U.S. unemployment rate was 4.6% in 
November. 

• The Consumer Price Index rose 2.7% year-over-
year in December. 

• Global average surface temperatures reached a 44-
year high this week, according to climate data. 

• A federal grand jury indicted President Trump on 
four criminal counts related to the certification of 
the 2020 presidential election. 

• The Texas voter ID law accepts concealed 
handgun licenses as valid identification to vote. 

• Border Patrol arrested over 3,400 undocumented 
immigrants in Minnesota. 

• The federal government should guarantee 
universal health care. 

• The federal government should significantly 
reduce taxes. 

The eight statements were chosen to occupy three 
categories.  The first two statements are pure 
economic statistics with no defensible partisan 
direction: the U.S. unemployment rate (4.6% in 
November) and the year-over-year change in the 
Consumer Price Index (2.7%).  The next four are 
factual statements about politically charged 
subjects—a global temperature record, the 
federal indictment of then-former President 
Trump, a provision of Texas’s voter-
identification law, and a border-enforcement 
arrest figure.  The final two are not facts at all but 
normative claims—that the federal government 
should guarantee universal health care, and that 
it should significantly cut taxes.  These last two 
statements have a real political side (the first left, 
the second right).  They serve as a control: they 
reveal whether respondents use the scale sensibly 
when a genuine partisan lean is present.  

Table 1. Perceived Political Orientation  
(N = 173) 

Statement 
% Saw a 

Lean 
L / R 
Splita 

Mean 
Ratingb 

Pure Statistic    

Unemployment rate (4.6%) 40% 46 / 54 +0.09 

Consumer prices (+2.7%) 54% 56 / 44 −0.09 

Charged Statement    

Global temperature record 66% 76 / 24 −0.40* 

Trump indictment 64% 69 / 31 −0.42* 

Texas voter-ID provision 76% 29 / 71 +0.49* 

Border-enforcement arrests 71% 28 / 72 +0.49* 

Normative Control    

“Should guarantee health care” 84% 67 / 33 −0.55* 

“Should significantly cut taxes” 75% 25 / 75 +0.59* 

a Among respondents who did not rate the statement neutral, the percentage 

placing it Left versus Right. 
b Mean on a scale from −2 (Left) to +2 (Right); 0 = neutral.  

Stat significance: * 1%.   
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A Pure Statistic 

From Table 1, we see that a large share of 
respondents assigned a partisan lean to pure 
statistics, with 40% rating the unemployment rate 
as politically left- or right-leaning and 54% doing 
so for the inflation figure.  These statements are 
not editorials.  They are two of the most routinely 
reported numbers in American public life, 
presented without comment, yet partisan lean is 
detected for large shares of respondents. 

The lean they assigned was, however, 
directionless.  Among the respondents who saw 
a side in the unemployment rate, the split was 
46% “left” to 54% “right.”  For consumer prices it 
was 56% to 44%.  In both cases the mean rating is 
statistically indistinguishable from zero. 
Respondents perceived a political message— 
though none was present—and could not agree 
on its partisan lean.  Respondents project a lean 
where none exists, they do not detect one that 
does exist. 

Normative Questions 

When a statement had a discernable side, 
respondents saw it and agreed on the direction.  
On the two normative “should” statements, 75% 
to 84% assigned a lean, and the direction was 
sharp: the health-care statement read left by 
better than two to one, the tax statement read 
right by three to one.  

These normative statements serve as a control, 
and the control passes.  It rules out the 
explanation that respondents simply avoid the 
midpoint or answer at random, providing 
validity to the survey instrument.   

Charged Facts 

On charged facts, the direction of perceived lean 
tracked the topic, not the factual statement.  The 
four factual statements about charged subjects 
drew the highest lean assignment of all (64% to 
76%), and respondents agreed on direction. Yet, 

respondents were coding the subject, not the 
claim, which was factual.  

The voter-identification item—a factual 
description of which IDs the law accepts—was 
rated right-leaning by better than two to one, 
reflecting the Left’s generally displeasure with 
Voter-ID laws and the Right’s efforts to deploy 
them. Respondents read “voter ID” as a 
Republican subject and rated accordingly.   

Reading bias into neutral facts is a 
broad feature of the public, not a 
fringe of a party’s committed 
members. 

 

At the other end, a factual statement about the 
climate record is rated left-leaning by better than 
three to one.  Border enforcement strongly leans 
right, and President Trump’s indictments 
strongly leans left; both are factual statements.   

The results reveal a content-based inference 
about issue ownership;6 a fact assigned a political 
slant.  Most respondents appear incapable of 
separating fact from issue.  A skeptic may fairly 
call such topics “inherently political.”  Indeed, 
they were chosen for it, and for the purpose of 
distinguishing whether bias is more perception 
than fact.  It appears to be so.   

In any case, the core result from the survey does 
not rest on these charged questions.  Rather, it 
rests on the unemployment rate and the inflation 
rate—numbers with no partisan direction—
where half of respondents perceived one 
anyway. Interestingly, the tendency is not 
confined to ideologues.  Self-described 
moderates assigned a lean to the statistics at 
nearly the same rate as partisans.  Reading bias 
into neutral facts is a broad feature of the public, 
not a fringe of a party’s committed members. 
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Caveats 

A statement of what this PERSPECTIVE does and 
does not establish is in order.  It does not show 
that any outlet is, or is not, slanted; it takes no 
position on the content of MS NOW, Fox News, 
CBS News, Apple News, Google News, or 
anyone else.  Also, the sample is a convenience 
panel, not a representative cross-section, and the 
exercise is more demonstration than 
measurement.  A richer and larger survey might 
serve the latter’s purpose.  What it establishes is 
narrow and, in context, consequential: perceived 
slant can exist precisely where content slant 
cannot. 

Conclusion 

The familiar question is “Is the news biased?”  It 
presumes the bias is in the news.  That 
presumption may be true.  But for a meaningful 
share of the public, this survey suggests that the 
bias is also in the eye of the beholder—even when 
the news is just a fact.  The media-bias debate 
treats perceived bias as evidence of biased 
content.  This demonstration shows the inference 
is hazardous.  When half of a sample reads a 
partisan lean into the inflation rate, but cannot 
agree on which lean, the perception is being 
generated by the reader, not transmitted by the 
text.  That a reader perceives slant tells us 
something material about the reader and nothing 
about the slant of what was read.  The point is an 
old one in social psychology; what the survey 
adds is that the effect reaches even bare economic 
statistics.7  As noted political commentator 

Douglas Murray lamented: “Having a different 
opinion is very 20th century.  Now everyone has 
different facts.”8 

The familiar question is “Is the news 
biased?”  It presumes the bias is in 
the news.  That presumption may be 
true.  But for a meaningful share of 
the public, this survey suggests that 
the bias is also in the eye of the 
beholder—even when the news is 
just a fact. 

 

For the quarrel over news outlet or aggregator 
bias, the implication is direct.  Pressuring a news 
outlet or aggregator to “neutralize” the content of 
a news feed cannot eliminate the perception of 
bias, because the perception is not restrained to 
the content.  A feed curated to a genuine center 
will still be perceived as biased by a large share 
of its audience—and, as the asymmetry in the 
broader data suggests, by some segments more 
than others.  Whatever drives an outlet’s or 
aggregator’s editorial choices—and the likeliest 
driver is commercial, not political—the 
perception of bias is not a defect that neutral 
curation can engineer away.  If the public reads 
bias in the unemployment or inflation rate, then 
no amount of curation can center the report. 
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NOTES: 

  Dr. George S. Ford is the Chief Economist of the Phoenix Center for Advanced Legal and Economic Public Policy Studies. 
The views expressed in this Perspective do not represent the views of the Phoenix Center or its staff.  Dr. Ford may be contacted 
at ford@phoenix-center.org. 
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