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NEW PHOENIX CENTER STUDY REVEALS THAT MEDIA BIAS MAY BE IN THE EYE OF
THE BEHOLDER

Survey finds that many people perceive political bias even in neutral statements of economic
fact

WASHINGTON, D.C. — In a new study released today entitled Just the Facts: People Assign Bias
to Neutral Factual Statements, Phoenix Center Chief Economist Dr. George S. Ford examines a basic
assumption underlying the long-running debate over political bias in the news media: when people
perceive bias in news coverage, is the bias necessarily in the content? A simple survey experiment
suggests that the answer is no.

The study presented 208 U.S. adults with eight short statements written in the style of news
reports but stripped of any outlet name, byline, or other framing. The statements included two pure
economic statistics, four factual statements involving politically charged subjects, and two explicitly
normative political statements used as controls. After excluding non-responsive participants, the
analysis included 173 respondents.

The results are striking. Forty percent of respondents assigned a political lean to the statement
that the U.S. unemployment rate was 4.6%, while 54% perceived a political lean in the statement that
consumer prices had risen 2.7%. Yet respondents could not agree on the direction of the supposed
bias. Among those detecting a lean in the unemployment statistic, 46 % called it left-leaning and 54 %
right-leaning. For the inflation statistic, the split was nearly the reverse—56% left and 44% right.
The average political rating of both statements was statistically indistinguishable from neutral.

The inability to find a consistent direction disappears when the statements actually have a
political position. When respondents were presented with normative statements that the federal
government “should guarantee universal health care” or “should significantly cut taxes,” large
majorities detected a political lean and generally agreed about its direction. The result suggests that
respondents can identify partisan orientation when one is actually present.

Factual statements involving politically charged subjects produced another pattern. Between
64% and 76% of respondents perceived a political lean in statements about climate, then-former
President Trump’s indictments, voter-identification laws, and border enforcement. Unlike the pure
economic statistics, respondents generally agreed on the direction. The study argues that
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respondents appear to be assigning a political orientation to the subject of the statement rather than
identifying slant in the factual claim itself.

The tendency to assign political meaning to neutral facts also was not confined to strong
partisans. Self-described moderates perceived political lean in the economic statistics at nearly the
same rate as partisan respondents, suggesting that reading political content into neutral facts is a
broader feature of public perceptions rather than simply the behavior of committed ideologues.

The findings have implications for ongoing disputes over the political orientation of news
outlets, news aggregators, and algorithms. Efforts to eliminate perceived bias by forcing news
products toward some notion of neutral content presume that the perception originates in the
content. The survey demonstrates that this presumption need not hold: even a genuinely neutral
news feed may be perceived as politically biased when readers themselves supply a partisan
interpretation to neutral facts.

“When half of a sample can find a partisan lean in the inflation rate but cannot agree on which
way it leans, the bias plainly cannot be coming entirely from the words on the page,” said study
author Phoenix Center Chief Economist Dr. George S. Ford. “If people perceive political bias even
in bare economic statistics, then neutralizing news content cannot neutralize the perception of bias.”

A full copy of PHOENIX CENTER POLICY PERSPECTIVE NO. 26-06, Just the Facts: People Assign Bias to
Neutral Factual Statements, may be downloaded free from the Phoenix Center’s web page at:
https:/ /phoenix-center.org/ perspectives/Perspective26-06Final. pdf.

The Phoenix Center is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that studies broad public-policy issues related
to governance, social and economic conditions, with a particular emphasis on the law and economics of the
digital age.



