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Introduction

2020 has been a tough year. The crisis between Iran and the United States after the killing of General
Soleimani, the explosion of the Covid-19 pandemic, the death of George Floyd and the flow of protests against
police brutality on Black people will be remembered in the future as situations that have left a footprint on
post-modern history. Another 2020 event that will be recalled by posterity is without any doubt the United
States Presidential Election, particularly peculiar for the context in which it took place, but also for the waves
of disinformation surrounding it. On one side the Republican President Donald Trump, who had already been
in office for one term; on the other one the Democratic Joe Biden, former Vice-President of the country under
the Obama Administration. After the unexpected success of Trump in 2016, who had entered into the White
House as an outsider to the old and corrupted world of American politics with his “pox-on-them-all” attitude,
many expected the unconventional Republican candidate to get re-elected. However, the outbreak of the
pandemic, along with the ability of Joe Biden and his staff to address Trump’s inefficiency in handling it,
which he had put at the center of his political campaign, managed to turn the tide of the electoral results.

The reason why | have chosen to analyze the 2020 elections lies in the particular context it took place: in the
middle of a global pandemic, where the face-to-face contact among individuals was limited and human
interactions mainly occurred through the aid of technology. In a year in which screen pixels played a main
character role, the importance of media in people’s daily lives increased ever more. Television and social
networks such as Facebook and Twitter, in 2020 more than ever, were the central instrument of a fiery electoral
campaign on both sides. That is when disinformation enters the scene. While television networks are required
to be impartial in their narration of news to the audience, they can still present political biases. There is in fact
a variety of mainstream television outlets, especially among cable news channels, that have been accused of
modelling the news to favor of the political candidate they lean towards to. Moreover, social media more than
television present the danger of serving as a vehicle for the spread of misinformation and disinformation. The
advent of the digital revolution and the rise of citizen journalism has allowed everyone owning an internet
connection of expressing their own opinion on political matter on online platform, as well as become a source
of information themselves. The inevitable consequence would hence be an expanding danger of an eventual
spread of false information among one’s online friends and followers, leading thus to an unstoppable chain of
shares of unreliable news.

Already in 2016, U.S. citizens started getting familiar with the term “fake news”, which had previously been
almost unheard of, since it was incorporated into Trump’s daily vocabulary. In the last four years, the so-called
fake-news phenomenon became so worrying that it can be said that the 2020 Presidential Elections revolved
around it. Disinformation about the electoral process itself shared by the President itself on his official accounts
have led to confusion among the electorate, and it was uselessly tried to be stemmed by the platforms

themselves through the different escamotages of debunking, fact-checking and correction. On the other hand,
4



also Republicans’ accusation of social media platforms as well as mainstream cable news channels, of being
biased against them and wanting to apply censorship in order to influence the elections to favor the Democratic
candidate should be taken into account.

Hence, the main question that this dissertation tries to give an answer to is: how did fake news stemming from
media affect the 2020 U.S. Presidential Elections? Did they somehow have an impact on the electoral result
of the victory of Joe Biden?

Through a narration starting from what the American Constitution states about the freedom of speech, this
dissertation will start by analyzing media bias in the United States, as well as the political role that media play
during elections in general, only to apply the observations obtained to the more specific case of the 2020
Election. In particular, media bias and electoral disinformation in television, with a focus on the comparison
between CNN and Fox News, and in the social network platforms of Facebook and Twitter will be at the center
of this dissertation. In order to get a more accurate picture of the 2020 America, demographic data and surveys
will be taken into account.

The final aim is to find a correlation between the fake news diffused by media and voting behavior, as well as
the electoral result in an era of increasing overall levels of distrust towards political institutions and the media

system in general.



1. Chapter 1: Media and elections

1.1 What the American Constitution says about the Freedom of Press

As John Naisbitt, a famous American author, said, “we are drowning in information, but starving for
knowledge”. And, since we are catapulted in this chaotic, frenetic and dynamic world in which we are
bombarded with information of all kinds on all fronts, it is often confusing for individuals to filter every
knowledge they come across. How do people get to know what happens daily in their country? What informs
and influences them?

Apart from family, education, friends and religion, the main instrument used for the delivery of information is
the news, which provides people with whatever they need to know about anything. In the last decades, the
importance of the media has grown a lot. Media are defined by Lister, Dovey, Giddings, Grant and Kelly
(2009) as instruments of communication that deliver information to an audience, such as television, radio,
newspapers or magazines and, of course, the internet.

The web has in fact known a huge explosion in the last decades, and this has encouraged the spread of
information especially thanks to the high use of social networks, like Facebook, Twitter and afterwards with
the advent of Instagram and Tik Tok, which have helped the youngest part of the population to have a better
understanding of society, accompanied by a deeper and more precise knowledge of political and social matters.
Before the huge spread of social networks that has recently occurred, for many people the official news was
the only source from which they derived information. It comprehended both political and non-political matters,
such as, for instance, crime news, sport and entertainment.

Since the news’ aim is to inform the population in the most objective way possible, it is expected that it
dispenses knowledge on what happens in a completely unbiased manner. For what concerns politics, in fact,
when we watch television or read for instance an article on the Financial Times, the information we get is
mainly given to us without the intervention of an external point of view. The reader usually does not look for
the opinion of the journalist, but they are only interested in the accurate depiction of that event or in the
explanation of a certain concept. However, even if viewers learn about facts in the most unbiased way possible,
their ideas and opinions still obviously differ from one another, as every single person has their own mind and
their cultural and ideological background.

If this discourse has to be transferred into the political field, the question that should be asked is the following
one: why do people believe what they do about politics?

As it is written above, one’s beliefs are shaped by their life background, thus education and family, but
nonetheless the role of the news media in the last decades has gained importance and, as a consequence, so
has the debate regarding whether sources of information are trustworthy or not. According to Peter Beattie
(2019), the trustworthiness of the origin of information is determined by the nature of the media system that
is provided to us. For instance, regarding the case that will be analyzed here, citizens of the United States can

consider themselves lucky to say that they live in a constitutional republic. This means that the executive
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power, or the President, since they are organized in a Presidential form of government, must govern within a
constitution in order to protect citizens’ rights. Due to the democratic nature of the regime and to the presence
of an existing constitution, Americans are able to safely affirm that the majority of information they are offered
is trustworthy. On the other hand, in authoritarian or hybrid regimes, like in China or North Korea, what
citizens get to know is completely rigged and controlled by the government, making information opaque. After
all, in democratic nation states, the press is not subjected to any active censorship by the central government
and those who work in the field of information are asked to be objective.

The American Constitution expresses itself clearly for what concerns this point. Through the First
Amendment, it affirms that:

“The Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble,
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” (U.S. Const., Amend. 1.3.1)

Thus, the First Amendment can be seen as an addition to the Constitution with the aim of granting freedoms
regarding religion, expression and petition. In fact, it prevents the US Congress from promoting one religion
instead of another and of forbidding religious practices to citizens, but what actually interests us is to examine
the part concerning the liberty of speech and the press. When talking about freedom of expression, the right to
freedom of speech can be considered as its most important feature. The employment of Freedom of speech is
granted by article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which identifies it as a human right. It
permits individuals to express what they actually think without any problem of interference and censorship
from the government. On the other hand, the right to freedom of the press written in the First Amendment is
actually very similar to the right to freedom of speech. It gives individuals the right to openly communicate
with the means of both publication and dissemination. Furthermore, it does not grant members of media
companies any special rights or privileges not already given to other citizens in general.

Al Neuharth, the founder of USA Today, has said in a speech: “We in the media have to remind the public
that the First Amendment is not just for our protection, but for theirs . (Neuhart 1998) This means that, in
order to have a Free Press, the presence of a Fair Press is necessary. Free Press is guaranteed by the First
Amendment, while what the public asks for is to have a Fair Press. As a consequence, in order to combine the
both of them, the journalists’ task is to accurately deliver information, as to grant the correct circulation of
information to the audience for the supreme aim of having a trustworthy media system.

Hence, the fact that the freedom of press was established in the First Amendment does not necessarily mean
that there is an unregulated media system. There are in fact many regulations of broadcast law that permit a
fair broadcasting in the country by avoiding any discrimination. One of them was the Communication Act of
1934. This act is particularly important as it led to the creation of the Federal Communications Commission,
whose aim was to “regulate interstate and foreign commerce in communication by wire and radio so as to

make available, so far as possible, to all the people of the United States, without discrimination on the basis
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of race, color, religion, national origin, or sex, a rapid, efficient, Nationwide, and worldwide wire and radio
communications service”. (Communications Act of 1934)

Italso had also the jurisdiction of making “such regulations not inconsistent with law as it may deem necessary
to prevent interference between stations and to carry out the provisions of the Act”. (Federal Communications

Commission 2008, p. 7)

1.2 Are media trustworthy?

Although the statements in the previous paragraph are true, there still are doubts on the complete
trustworthiness of the media system; if the delivery of news is structured within a perfectly unbiased
mechanism, why does disinformation exist and how does it affect voters? In short, how does the media affect
electoral disinformation? More specifically, what was their impact on the 2020 U.S. Presidential Elections?
Since the Western media system is constituted by journalists who have embraced the freedom of speech and
have received an appropriate professional formation in valid universities and schools of journalism, and since
there is no governmental censorship, there is no proof that a faction of powerful journalists who use the media
to create confusion and misleading information to misinform citizens exists.

However, as a matter of fact, Beattie (2019) argues that the media system is often affected by some
unintentional trails of pressures that can be of both political and economic nature, and by culture and ideology
of media companies as well, establishing favorable conditions for the production of bias. For example,
Lewandowsky, Stritze, Freund, Oberauer and Krueger (2013, p. 489), write that during the U.S. war on Iraq,
the American audience was more inclined than the rest of the world to believe that the conflict was legitimate,
as American media had embraced the orientation of the government on that matter, while other countries saw
the case through more objective lenses.

As a consequence, the strength of news media resides in the fact that it is able to influence what its audience
believes: by deciding what to cover and what not to talk about, media companies have the power of shaping
the outcome of a political election. Even if citizens are active thinkers and do not trust everything they read
on newspapers or listen to on television, as they can choose whether to believe in someone or not, they cannot
embrace or reject information and ideas they have never seen or heard about. This is why the media is so
influential and powerful that it is also called the “fourth power”. Media coverage has the ability of strongly
influencing individuals’ perception of both politics and society. In particular, in the United States, because of
the for-profit nature of the media system, its power has increased even more.

Americans are divided on the issue of trustworthiness of the news media. What determines whether an
American citizen trusts them or not?

First of all, partisan dynamics. According to a research made by the Pew Research Center (2019), which

collected data between 2018 and 2019, consisting of more than 50 different surveys added to an analysis of
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more than 100 questions measuring possible factors determining trust in the news media, demonstrates that
political party identification represents the first element influencing trust in the media system. In particular,
Republicans are more skeptical than their Democratic counterparts. Individuals who identify as “consistent
conservatives”, says the Pew Research Center study (2014), in addition to being skeptical towards the media
in general, also tend to be loyal to their top source of information. The outcome is that they will inevitably
cluster around a single news media outlet, as affirmed by Graves (2018).

This result has also been influenced by the statements of President Trump, who has repeatedly criticized in
public the country’s news organizations and the journalists who work for them, accusing them of being biased.
The relationship between the audience’s approval of Trump and the view they have of the news media can be
seen in the evaluations of journalists’ ethics; in fact, around the 31% of Republicans and Republican-leaning
independents affirm that journalists have low ethical standards, whereas only the 5% of Democrats and
Democratic-leanings agree with this statement. Trump’s most fervent approvers are even more suspicious: the
40% of Republicans who strongly support Trump’s performance as President agree that the journalists’ ethics
are very low.

Another factor linked to partisan dynamics that influences the consideration that citizens have of the media is
the individual engagement with national politics. In fact, highly engaged partisans are highly polarized in their
view. Pew Research Center (2019) data show that 76% of Democrats and Leaning Democrats believe that
journalists will eventually keep in mind that their duty is to do their job for the public, so doing what is best
for them. On the other hand, Republicans and Leaning Republicans have a much lower percentage, of 30%.
There is in fact a 46-percentage point gap between the two poles, which is high. This value jumps to a 75-
point gap between those who are highly politically aware and identify themselves with one of the two parties:
91% of highly politically aware Democrats and 16% of highly aware Republicans. The survey demonstrating

that highly engaged partisans are very polarized in their trust in media and journalists is shown in Figure 1.
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“Trusting the News Media in the Trump Era”
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The awareness by the public of the power that media companies hold has led towards an increasing lack of
trust in information, aided by the fact that the sources available are various, as an outcome of this multiplicity
can be confusion. Moreover, the rise of citizen journalism, which allows the general public to collect

information through the internet, has added a further pinch of uncertainty amongst the audience.

In addition to partisan dynamics, there are other elements which determine whether Americans find media
trustworthy: the overall trust in others and demographic characteristics. However, Pew (2019) data tells us that
their influence is not as strong as the former.

It can be said that those who have more confidence and trust in others overall also tend to have faith in the
media. These individuals have higher chances of trusting the information coming from journalists and media
organizations, as they believe their aim is to be in service of the public good.

Lastly, differences in race, ethnicity, age, educational attainment, religious affiliation and residency in urban
or rural areas play an important role. Generally speaking, Black Americans tend to trust the news media more
than white Americans. Data tell us that 41% of blacks affirm that news organizations are fair when covering
political and social issues, while only 22% of white Americans think the same. Speaking about age, older
Americans feel more connected to their usual news sources than the youngest part of the population. The
difference between them is 22 percentage points, with almost 50% of citizens older than 65 putting trust into
their source of news, compared to only the 27% of their younger counterparts aged between 18 and 29.

Education further influences the level of trust in information, as those with a college degree, thus with a higher
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educational attainment, demonstrate they have more faith in news organization than those with just a high
school degree. For what concerns residency, citizens living in rural areas are more skeptical than their urban
counterparts, with the 48% of the former with a great confidence in the news media organizations, compared
with the 63% of residents in urban areas. Finally, also religion is a major factor, since Evangelical Protestants
believe less in journalists than Catholics and those who are unaffiliated.

Citizens’ trust in the media system as a whole is particularly important because it has an impact on elections,
in particular on the electorate’s motivation to go to the polls and cast a ballot. Darling, Crigler and Gatz (2018)
have collected interesting data about this influence: more than the 30% of Democrats affirm that the news they
hear from trustful sources make them feel more motivated to vote, while 70% affirmed the same about news
coming from unreliable sources. Contrarily, for Republicans the percentages for the same variables are 30%
and 61%.

1.3 Political role of the media

About the political role that mass media play, it can be said that they represent a sort of portal through
democracy and as a fundamental device through which politicians and political candidates can reach the rest
of the population. Now more than ever, “the media are politics and politics are the media”. (McNair 2002, p.
29)

First, television embodies a powerful tool for information accessible to everyone. Since its invention, happened
almost a hundred years ago, and its spread to the public in the 1950s, television has been a pillar presence in
the houses of those citizens who own it, just like a family member. While at the beginning it assumed a rather
pedagogic role, with the intent of informing, educating and teaching something precise to its viewers,
nowadays its main function is to entertain. With the large-scale diffusion of television, its programming
inevitably started undertaking the path towards a standardized homogenization, whose target is the large and
general market, becoming thus mainstream. In today’s society, it is unthinkable to establish a political dialogue
with citizens and the electorate without taking into consideration the active role that television, the mass media
tool par excellence, plays. Despite the new political role of social networks, television remains the dominant
source of political information for Americans. In fact, the government and politicians need to communicate
their daily plans, activities and programs to the audience and the best instrument to achieve this task is
television. Talk shows, especially evening panel discussions where they are invited as guests, help politicians
conveying their message to the public, making them feel closer to citizens, as they have the chance to publicly
clarify the highlights of their campaign. What politicians want is to convince electors and non-electors through
the media; on the other hand, what the media often looks for is to assume the role of a watchdog in the political

field, in order to safeguard democracy.
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With the advent of the so-called “digital revolution”, even social media, also called “the new media”, have
turned into a tool through which politicians can deliver their political messages to the electorate. The main
advantage of social networks is that they are fast and they allow politicians to post texts, pictures and videos
addressed to everyone online without the aid of traditional mass media. Gjylije Rexha (2014, p. 56) claims on
this matter that communication becomes more direct and the control over the message is easier to be managed
by the communicator.
Social media, defined by Paul Lee, So, Francis Lee, Leung and Chan (2018) as a subaltern public sphere, play
a major democratic role: in fact, they offer alternative platforms in which the audience can derive information
and share personal viewpoints on political matters. In particular, when referring to their subaltern character,
Fraser (1990, p. 60) allude to the benefits they bring to minorities and to the marginalized categories. In fact,
they are particularly important for those minority groups who want to distance themselves from the mainstream
standpoint seen in television and for those who want to look for other perspectives in the public sphere, where
they can confront each other, exchange opinions and share similar beliefs and life experiences. Due to the fact
that they directly allow individuals to spread political information without the intermediary of official
institutional gatekeepers, Owen (2018, p. 108) says that these new media have led to a growing instability and
unpredictability in political communication.
Despite that, not everything about social media leads to advantages in the democratic sphere. As a matter of
fact, the echo chamber phenomenon constitutes an effect that can be somehow harmful to democracy: many
scholars, such as Colleoni, Rozza and Arvidsson (2014), argue that social networks embody the danger of
creating echo chambers reinforcing the already established ideas and opinions of their users. This occurs
because individuals tend to choose what to read online based on their positions and the planned algorithms of
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are responsible for further showing them content linked to their
original likes and interests, without the possibility of broadening the horizons and approaching opposing
views. For instance, if a certain Facebook user follows the official pages of Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, Kirsten
Gillibrand and Elizabeth Warren, the algorithm will tend to show them in the dashboard posts related to their
political preferences, avoiding those of Republican congressmen like Marco Rubio and Mitt Romney. As a
consequence, Lee, So, Lee, Leung and Chan (2018, p. 1950) suggest that the echo chamber phenomenon might
accelerate the passage to a “post-truth” era, where objective facts will have less influence in the shape of public
opinion.
A study conducted by three scholars from the College of Communication at Boston University analyzed the
echo chamber effect and opinion leadership on Twitter during the previous US presidential elections in 2016,
by taking into account around 50 million tweets regarding the two presidential candidates, Donald Trump and
Hillary Clinton. What emerged from this study was that certain famous individuals and organizations, called
opinion leaders, were responsible for the creation of groups of Twitter users, characterized by a consistent
homogeneity. Opinion leaders have more access to news and information, since they are usually bloggers,
12



official sources of news, influential Twitter accounts or famous individuals with a large following. So, because
of their privileged position, the role they play is to diffuse and filter information to their followers. A significant
difference in the level of political homogeneity and opinion leadership occurs in these groups, paving the way
for polarized stances, as Guo, Rohde and Wu (2020) write. The phenomenon here described is due to the fact
that persons sharing similar ideas are likely to be grouped together, as they tend to enjoy associating with those
congruent to their beliefs, whereas they experience negative feelings when in contact with opposing opinions,
as Festinger’s (1962) Cognitive Dissonance Theory affirms. Thus, users will purposefully choose between all
media channels the ones that best align with their political orientation.

Nonetheless, for Johnson, Kaye and Lee (2017, p. 193), the exposure and avoidance of content in social media
are not strong indicators of political polarization, as, even if the echo chamber effect should not be ignored
while studying the political role of social networks, the role that they play in the building of polarized positions
is not that influential. Instead, factors such as political orientation, demographic data and the use of mass media

are more useful in the tracing of political polarization.

1.4 Media’s role in elections

The media play a major role during elections, as they manage in shaping public opinion and influence voters
in their decision-making process. As a matter of fact, for what concerns elections, the role that the media
assume in this case is of fundamental importance, as candidates need to reach the broadest section of the
electorate possible in order to get more votes and win the elections. Here, journalists and media companies
have a huge power within their hands, since they are those who decide which candidate to cover and how
much and this can be fatal in determining the outcome of an election, in an era in which the media are able to
shape a person’s ideas through their storytelling. The bigger the space given to a candidate, the more the
general public will have a better knowledge of their public persona, of their political program, but also of their
personal life.

The first major broadcasting law in the United States dates back to 1927, with the Radio Act. It comprehended
the equal opportunity provision, according to which political candidates had to be treated equally when it came
to air-time in television and radio programmes; US legislators were in fact worried that if candidates did not
have equal opportunities of time, some broadcasters could attempt to rig elections. Some years later, in order
to guarantee fair coverage of controversial issues in television and radios, the Federal Communication
Commission embraced the idea of station licensees as public trustees are obliged to air opposing opinions on
public controversial matters to make the audience have a balanced 360-degree view on those topics.

To better understand how people vote and what actually makes them decide to vote in favor of one political
candidate or party over the other, the coverage of candidates by the media during electoral campaigns must be

considered. Specifically on this topic, there is a process that helps explain why the persistent focus on issues
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particularly leads to benefits within the audience and, consequently, to more votes. This procedure is called
agenda-setting and it is a psychological process whereby the media insistently covers an issue so that people
will think that it is of vital importance. This theory states that one can determine the factors leading to the
taking of a decision. In fact, talking about national elections, it can be said that voters’ decisions are determined
on a specified set of factors that emphasize above all other factors that could possibly influence decisions.
For example, when one has to purchase a phone or a computer, the factors they usually look at before choosing
the perfect model are for instance the hard disk space, the RAM, the quality of the camera, and so on. These
features represent the factors on which both the purchaser and the industry focuses on, since buyers base their
purchase decision-making process on them. Thus, in order to buy a laptop or a phone, one need not be an
expert in informatics or a computer engineer.

In the same way, one need not be a political scientist to vote. For what concerns politics, the feature influencing
citizens in their electoral decisions are offered not in this case by industries that produce goods which will be
sold, but they are offered to the audience by media and political parties. In particular, the media are dominating
in this field today. They are able to select some issues that voters consider important, such as employment,

economic growth, national security and civil rights.

During the electoral campaign, candidates are nominees for their own party. They have to attend public
debates, which are transmitted live on the main big four channels: ABC, CBS, FOX and NBC. Those who
usually participate in these debates are candidates from the Republican and Democratic parties, but also third
independent party candidates can attend them if invited. During the discussion, nominees are expected to
answer the moderator’s question in order to better present their political program. The number of electoral
debates’ viewers is huge every year; Nielsen Holdings plc (2020) tells us that in 2016 those who turned their
TV on to watch Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump debating live were 84 million, while the 2020 viewership
was a little bit lower, of around 73.1 million. The data collected for the 2020 elections are represented in Figure
2, which shows the number of viewers for the First Presidential Debate between Donald Trump and Joe Biden
on September 29, 2020. Data demonstrate that the viewership was high, with the highest rate among

individuals aged above 55.

Presidential nominees organize electoral campaigns across the country to present their political program and
views and elucidate their views to citizens, in order to convince voters and get contributions, as the win of
swing states is essential for the positive outcome of the election.

It can be said that, now more than ever, American news media are interested in the horse-race aspects of the
presidential campaign: this means that what journalist tend to include in their coverage of electoral campaigns
is mainly related to the strategic aspect of the campaign and to the approach of campaign strategists rather that

keeping the focus on the actual political programs of nominees and issues considered important for voters.
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Figure 2

Sept. 29, 2020

Rating No. of Viewers
All Households 40.2 48,581,000
Persons 2+ 23.7 73,132,000
Persons 18-34 12.0 8,420,000
Persons 35-54 25.5 20,292,000
Persons 55+ 42.7 40,496,000

Source: Nielsen.
NOTE: Out-of-home viewing as well as connected TV (CTV) viewing are included in the 2020 total figures for this
advisory. Contribution coming from CTVs can be as much as 11% for televised political events.

Data above is inclusive of broadcast and cable networks, as well as PBS member stations. Debate 1 coverage of
ad-supported networks only was 71.5 million viewers among persons 2+.

2020 Networks Included:
Debate 1 - ABC, CBS, NBC, FOX, TEL, UNI, PBS, CNN, CNNe, Fox Business Network, FOXNC, MSNBC, Newsmax, Newsy, VICE
and WGNA.

Copyright © 2020 The Nielsen Company (US), LLC. All Rights Reserved.

1.5 Are media biased?

When readers and viewers try to inform themselves of what is happening in the world, they aim at getting the
most objective perspective possible, as they do not want to be influenced by journalists’ opinions. However,
since the corporations which own news media influence them through the company’s ideology, it is highly
plausible that they become biased, and, as their influence has significantly grown in the past years, so has the
risk of media bias.

As a matter of fact, media risk to become skewed when they deform the information they report for their own
interest, giving a distorted and subjective view of it. This often happens in order to positively influence the
reputation of their corporate owners. However, bias may also occur when media tend to focus on some specific
hot topics, choosing not to cover other types of matters. In the U.S., media biases are frequent when outlets
distort the information they share, reporting facts in a way that comes into conflict with the objective standards
of journalism, or favoring some sort of political agenda when they are not required to do it. Of course, the
outcome is harmful towards democracy.

Even social media, which allow everyone to express their opinions on political matters, can present media
bias: despite the fact that they are seen as promoters of democracy and of the confrontation between a broad
range of perspectives, as it was previously analyzed, the echo-chamber phenomenon might trap online users

into these filter bubbles constituted by people who share similar ideas only.
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The media bias issue started being broadly discussed before the election of the former president of the United
States Donald Trump, making the term “fake news” more and more frequent to be heard, from the moment he
started his electoral campaign for the presidency. Although he accused them of wanting to rig the election with
their Democratic influence, what is really interesting is that he was the one that profited the most from media
attention. In the opinion of Gregor (2016, p. 18), in 2016, Trump was the most successful Republican candidate
at standing out from the crowd and having the spotlight all for himself. Social Media have been a pillar during
the 2016 and the 2020 elections, as it is believed that they nourish and favor the spread of fake news.

When talking about media bias, there are two different kinds of biases that can be distinguished: there are
intentional biases, which outlets and other involved parties intentionally apply in order to achieve a particular
aim, and unintentional ones. What drives intentional bias are ideology and spin: an ideological bias occurs
when a source of information influences articles to favor a specific idea on a topic. Mullainathan and Shleifer
(2002, p. 2) affirm that, contrarily, a spin bias is present when that source wants to create an original and
incredible story.

Other definitions of media bias are the ones concerning coverage and gatekeeping. As claimed by D’Alessio
and Allen (2000, p. 136), media bias are linked to the agenda setting theory, as the former is related to the
visibility of for instance a political candidate or a topic in media coverage, and the latter is related to the stories

the media actually choose to talk about and which ones they choose instead to ignore.

But how do media outlets align themselves in their political affiliation? Since the political spectrum of media
companies is very broad, there is in fact a difference between conservative bias and a liberal bias, showing
thus the increasing polarization of the two-party system. Indeed, as stated by Hamborg, Donnay and Gipp
(2019), one of the effects of media bias, other than a powerful influence on voters and on electoral outcomes,
is the growing polarization of public opinion.

Generally speaking, while online platforms usually present both biases, in the United States news companies
and their owners tend to be more conservative leaning. On the other side, print media is more likely to exhibit
liberal-leaning bias. However, this mainly concerns commentaries and opinions on newspapers, while actual
news reporting in the mainstream media tends to remain unbiased. Furthermore, in order to fight media biases,
fact-checking to assess them has been growing lately.

NPR (2017) reports that liberal bias was studied in 2013 by two professors of journalism at Indiana University,
who conducted a survey addressed to more than 1000 American journalists. According to this study, 28.1% of
them identify as Democrats, while 7.1% as Republicans. Another 50.2% claimed they were independent.
Another report, this time of the Pew Research Center (2017), showed that 62% of articles in 2017 on Trump
during his first 60 days as President had a negative assessment, a huge percentage if compared to the ones with

a positive outlook, which constituted only the 5%. These data differ a lot from the ones coming from the same
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identical research made on the articles during the first 60 days in office of President Obama, a Democrat, who
mainly received positive feedback.

Despite this, Hassel, Holbein and Miles (2020) did not find any strong evidence of the presence of liberal bias
in the media: it is indeed true that a large percentage of journalists identify themselves as democrats, which
increases the propensity towards liberal bias, but their political preferences do not lead them to ideological
gatekeeping biases. The research affirms that there is no evidence of liberal influence in what journalists decide
to cover, even if media outlets are mainly liberal.

The major liberal sources of information, according to Allsides (2017), are The New York Times and the
Washington Post, which are labeled as “Lean Left”. Instead, the Huffington Post and Mother Jones are rated
as “Left”.

Conservative biases also exist next to liberal ones. The main problem with conservative leaning media
outlooks is that their viewers and readers are a lot more faithful to them and, as a consequence, become less
likely to derive information from mainstream sources too. This leads to the creation of a conservative echo-
chamber effect. This type of sources of news are likely to be distrusted by liberal voters, but they are more
trusted than distrusted by the following categories: mixed, mostly conservative, and consistently conservative
individuals.

The most prominent example of a conservative network is without any doubt Fox News. It is a common belief
that Fox News plays an important role in elections, as it has increased the share of Republican votes in the past
and, according to researchers, continues to do it, especially by influencing the political positions of Republican
and independent voters. It was also found that "Fox News increases Republican vote shares by 0.3 points
among viewers induced into watching 2.5 additional minutes per week by variation in position. ” (Martin and
Yurukoglu, 2017)

Other sources of news which are considered conservative are The Blaze / Glenn Beck Program and the Drudge
Report, labeled as “Right” sources by Allsides (2017). The ideological placement of the main sources of
political information in the United States is represented in Figure 3 in the following page.

The most liberal outlets are located on the extreme left of the graph, while the ones with the most conservative

readers and viewers, namely the Sean Hannity Show and Breitbart News Network, are placed on the right.
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Figure 3
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1.6 Media and electoral disinformation

In the last decade, electoral campaigns have evolved in order to adapt themselves to the new means of

information. Both the Republican and the Democratic parties have employed new strategies of information

circulation which include the use of new platforms such as social media in order to get more followers and

reach a broader slice of the electorate. Thanks to social media and to the internationalization of the news,

political information spread faster than ever before, helping create a favorable environment for the diffusion

of disinformation.

First of all, the distinction between disinformation, misinformation and malinformation should be cleared

up.

Misinformation is false information; it contains false connections and misleading content. Malinformation is

harmful, as it comprehends leaks, harassment and hate speech. Finally, disinformation is both false and

harmful: its content can be either false, imposter, manipulated and fabricated.

Until some years ago, misinformation was the most studied one among the three of them, as it was easier to

analyze if compared to the more complex concept of disinformation. This is because news constituting the

disinformation field need not to carry out with them a malicious purpose, but they just have to be false and

potentially misleading. The situation changed with the 2016 elections, after which the interest in the term

“disinformation” sparkled.

Moreover, after the increase of their usage among the population, social media have become the primary source

of political news in the United States. Yet their users are constantly exposed to inaccurate content, such as
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conspiracy theories, clickbait titles, hyper-partisan articles and even to the so-called “fake news”, which are
considered to be a type of disinformation. It is no surprise that disinformation coming from low quality sources
has almost taken over: the partisan benefits it gives to favor political and electoral propaganda are significant.
Even if media outlets can present political biases, by being either left or right aligned, it is wrong to believe
that they promote disinformation. It is true that the media has problems: this is a time where politics is
increasingly polarized and where politicians see media conglomerates through a “with us or against us” optic.
There is no middle ground. Neutrality is falling off. This crisis involves print journalism as well, with the
growing partisanship of newspapers and the shape of articles and facts around politics. However, blaming this
crisis only, stating that the media cause disinformation, is rash and imprecise. Part of the problem derives from
social networks. As it was previously analyzed, echo chambers represent the nest in which a stagnancy in
polarization is located, making social media the perfect environment for the spread of fake news, either
intentionally or unconsciously. In particular, Twitter has been used by several citizens to collect information
on presidential candidates, and yet it has been far from being immune to the dangers of disinformation. The
accounts that shared false and misleading news were almost completely cut off from the fact-checking
procedure and they mutually and exclusively retweeted each other, forming a sort of dense network similar to
an echo chamber. This situation worsened even more in 2020 with the Covid-19 Pandemic, as people have
been forced to stay home and had more spare time, which led them to watch more television and greedily
consume news online.

In the report of Kelly Garrett, Daniel Sude and Paolo Riva (2020), ostracism, which is the feeling of social
exclusion within a group, is depicted as able to push towards the endorsement of partisan falsehood. Thus,
those who were made feel socially excluded online, in the social media environment created by the research,
showed to be more vulnerable to partisan falsehood in election-related matters, even if they were exposed to
evidence of the contrary. In this way, it was proved that ostracism plays a major role in what voters believe,
showing that it can be one of the reasons why politics is so polarized today. For instance, it worsens partisan
contrasts even more for what regards the trust in matters about which political parties strongly disagree. In an
era of excessive dependence on social media as the main source of political information and in which politics
is full of hostility towards the political outgroup, the way ostracism influences partisan bias should be taken
into account.

On the other side, Fabian Zimmermann and Matthias Kohring (2020) directly examine the effects of
disinformation on voting behavior through the use of a panel survey, resulting in the finding that those who
generally present low degrees of confidence in the political system and in media outlets tend to be the victims
of disinformation.

While during the 2016 electoral campaign it was believed that fake news could be fought or that they would
eventually go away, right now, as the 2020 US Elections show, what voters have to do is to individually check

the legitimation of those sources from which they derive information before sharing it.
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Since the analysis of disinformation is still a virgin land, as it is a relatively new field of study in the area of
political communication, there still are unanswered doubts about it, such as which other subpopulations are

more vulnerable to its influence.

1.7 Disinformation and the 2020 US Elections

It can be said that disinformation, often consisting of unfair tricks, has always been employed to mislead voting
citizens in history, but what happened in 2020 was especially notable as 159 millions of Americans, the largest
vote-turnout and the first time ever that more than 140 individuals voted in US history, casted their ballot in
an until-the-end controversial election.

The US 2020 Elections are also particularly worthy of being studied because they took place in the midst of a
pandemic. Here, because of the confusion that this new situation had brought, the spread of disinformation
was huge and amplified and it affected the Presidential Elections as well. Because of the wide-ranging
disinformation during the electoral campaign, efforts by election officials and advocates were made in order
to combat it and avoid the turn out from the voting process of discouraged citizens.

Along with the word “Covid-19”, one of the most often heard word in 2020 was “fake news”. As Jesse
Littlewood, the Stopping Cyber Suppression program for Common Cause leader, said, "2020 has been a year
like no other because not only have we seen a higher volume of online mis and disinformation, we have also
changed a lot of processes about our society, including the way we administer elections ”. (Littlewood 2020)
Littlewood also identified that the way was paved for a brand-new wave of disinformation after the shift
towards the mail-in voting procedure caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. One of these fake claims was in fact
that this procedure was actually dangerous and that mail-in votes would not be valid and could lead to rigged
election results or to the tracking of personal information in order to make anti Covid-19 vaccine compulsory.
It is usually a difficult task to clearly identify the source of disinformation, even if it seems to come from a
variety of groups and individuals with different purposes. Some of them want to lead individuals of the
opposite party towards the abstention, while other sources’ aim is to disrupt US elections and undermine the
electorate’s confidence in the system. However, it does not matter what the source is, as what actually allows
the spread of disinformation everywhere is social media, which can pick false information up and make it
travel around even further.

Since disinformation can take many forms, an example of it can be the case of a fake Democratic voting guide
at early polling sites in Palm Beach County, FL, which listed Laura Loomer, a far-right Republican candidate
to Congress, instead of her Democratic counterpart. This fake information can further expand through online
platforms. For instance, some Facebook posts have claimed that votes will be considered not valid if voters
put a mark on the ballot, even if it is requested in many states. This false claim has led many election officials

to officially directly address this issue, by taking action to avoid further disinformation.
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To sum up, disinformation can come from many sources for different reasons, but what actually encourages
their diffusion, leading to an actual impact of elections is the media. In fact, since these new tools of
information have recently become the main political instruments used in the electoral campaigns of
presidential candidates, their mediatic power is unmatched. Potential voters absorb everything from them and
they elaborate the information they get in order to make the best possible decision for them in the voting
procedure. The role that television, especially Democratic and Republican leaning networks, and social media,

such as Twitter and Facebook, play here is going to be analyzed in the next few chapters.
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2. Chapter 2: Television and disinformation in 2020 Elections

2.1 Is television biased?

Television news differs from newspapers articles: while the latter focus on an event that needs to be described
within some paragraphs, the stories narrated by the former do not tend to have a discursive framework.
Television’s aim is to have a clearly defined narrative, with an introduction, a middle and a conclusion that
can sparkle the viewer’s interest, or the risk is that they will switch to another channel and another programme.
For this reason, TV news needs to develop a theme to carry on throughout the story. The key figure in this
process is the one of the journalists, who abandons their impersonal disguise, proper of newspapers, as their
personality and charisma is fundamental for the success of the report. Furthermore, news in television tends
to be more interpretative if compared to print news. For instance, during an electoral campaign, the difference
would be that while newspapers will mainly focus on the events, such as a rally, television will prefer to cover
much more general trends and campaign dynamics, showing a propensity towards the explanation of what
goes on underneath. As a result, the content of these reports is likely to be repetitive. In addition, just like Paul
Weaver (1972) writes, the coverage of electoral campaigns on television can be biased, as it is affected by the
way reporters interpret what is actually going on beneath the campaign.

Walter Cronkite, a CBS famous journalist and former anchorman for the CBS Evening News, would say that
journalists’ job is to tell the audience what happens, and the public’s job is to decide whether to trust their
political representatives. As previously analyzed in the first chapter, media can sometimes be biased, even if
they are required not to. The distinction between unintentional and spin biases was clarified and it was also
stated that media outlets can be conservative or liberal leaning. Hence, the fact that media bias exists should
not be a surprise at this point. In fact, journalists and their editors are human beings, and it is inevitably natural
that they have their personal thoughts about political, social and economic matters and preferences towards
candidates that somehow influences the way they report the news. Furthermore, media coverage, which is a
market product and a fundamental instrument in partisan politics, can also be affected by economic and
political factors. As a matter of fact, these elements make media biases hard to be noticed, even if, as time
passes, Americans have increasingly started to perceive the media as politically sided and their trust towards
the whole system has significantly decreased if compared to the past. Their struggle to find news resources
that are trustworthy and completely objective is real. A Gallup (2018) report shows that the average scores of
trust in the media system is 37, on a scale which goes from 0 to 100. U.S. adults believe that 62% of the news
coming from newspapers, television and radio is not objective, but biased. Despite the fact that they perceive
most information as accurate, in their opinion 44% of news is still imprecise. In addition, more than a third of
the information they get from these channels is actually misinformation — false or inaccurate information

presented as if it was true.
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Statistically speaking, the ones that perceive the media as biased, inaccurate and as a potential source of

misinformation are mainly Republicans, while Democrats appear to be more trustworthy in general.

Despite the decline of trust in the media system as a whole, television still plays a leading role in the daily
lives of Americans. It represents the top platform from which US citizens derive the news, according to a Pew
Research Center (2018) survey. Television was in fact the main source of news for 50% of them in 2018, while

online platforms were the first information tool for just the 33% (Figure 4).

Figure 4
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But what are the biases present in television?
When politicians accuse a channel of being politically impartial, those claims should not be immediately
considered as true, but they should be taken with a grain of salt. There are several reasons for this: first of all,
candidates could get benefits from the fact that a precise source of news is considered as biased against them,
even if that source eventually turns out as unbiased. In fact, when a source of news is labelled as politically
sided and makes negative comments about a politician, the audience pays less attention to them as they see it
as impartial. On the contrary, for Groeling (2008, p. 632), positive comments on that same candidate are seen
as particularly believable. For this reason, Dalton, Beck and Huckfeldt (1998, p. 119) declare that, at the same
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way, partisans might purposefully choose to assert that there is a bias against them in order to arouse a
sympathetic partisanship in their own party, even when that bias does not actually.
Determining whether a news information is biased or not is a hard task. There are several media watchdog
organizations, such as the Media Research Center, Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting and the Center for
Media and Public Affairs, yet they often disagree on the presence, seriousness and frequency of media biases
when analyzing content. This is a clear demonstration that determining the presence of political influence in
the delivery of news in television is not an easy job, with the main difficulty lying first of all in the definition
of what actually represents a media bias. In fact, recognizing the presence of a political inclination in a media
content is different from attributing this inclination to an actual politically biased stance in the media. It could
be true that that media coverage is just a transparent reflection of reality. For instance, if it is observed that in
the 80% of cases a news programme announces bad news concerning a presidential candidate, it does not
necessarily imply a political bias against that politician; a plausible alternative can be that that candidate is
only making the right electoral proposal in their political program 20% of the time. If this is the case, then that
80% negative media coverage against that particular candidate accurately reflects their political campaign’s
performance.
Other problems that the study of media bias has are its subjectivity and its selection. In fact, first of all a news
can be either positively or negatively interpreted. For instance, CNN (2020) reported in February 2020 that
the Trump Administration wanted to cut the healthcare and security budgets in their article “7rump budget
includes deep cuts to health care and safety net programs . From this headline his decision could be seen as
a negative one: what the President was going to do was proposing large cuts in Medicaid, the federal aid
program helping citizens with a low income, which would cause many millions losing coverage. However, if
choosing to carefully read the changes that the Trump Administration is looking to implement, the adjustments
that will be brought would not be exceptional: this cut would not effectively affect citizens’ benefits from
Medicare and Medicaid, but mainly their providers, such as hospitals. For Fox News (2020) and for many
Republicans, this proposal paves the way for a balanced budget.
Second of all, by listening only to those news reports that are transmitted on television, one cannot establish
whether that report objectively depicts the reality of facts or if it reflects the journalist’s ideas. If this is the
case, studies based only on content analysis of those reports lack important data coming from other sources,
which can offer a more complete picture. Hence, the question would be: how can one evaluate the
representativeness of a news sample if there also are stories which cannot be considered and observed as they
were never reported?
In order to solve these problems, a good method that sociologists have tried to employ was to minimize the
methodological difficulties by focusing only on stories that reported the public’s judgement, in this case the
public’s perception of the presidential candidates’ performances. Thus, if a candidate’s approval rating
decreased, it meant that there was bad news, otherwise, if it increased, it constituted good news.
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In order to better study and understand TV biases in the United States, the main three TV networks of the
country — ABC, NBC and CBS — and their respective editions of the evening news will be taken into account.
These “Big Three” networks have a long history of broadcasting and they have a generally broader public than
the one of CNN and Fox, which are cable news, so just devoted to the broadcast of news. It can thus be said
that ABC, NBC and CBS are also less biased than CNN and Fox, which, on the other hand, are invested in the
fame of being politically lined up. As a result, Americans see national television channels as more trustworthy
than cable news networks in the delivery of news. This helps explaining why the “Big Three” constitute a
better sample to analyze bias in television. In addition, the evening edition of the news will be taken into
consideration because they generally have a broader audience than editions in other time slots; Pew Research
Center (2018) proves that only in 2018, the average number of viewers for the evening news of ABC, NBC
and CBS was 5.3 million.

Tim Groeling, professor of Communication Studies at UCLA, conducted in 2008 a study on television bias
that showed that there is substantial evidence for the presence of bias in the choice of news in the “Big Three”,
and in some instances they surprisingly seem to be stronger than the ones in Fox News. The research’s findings
show evidence for the presence of bias in the media, which has often been a reason for the protests and concern
of politicians. In particular, the difference between the networks at the time the research was conducted lied
in the gap between different partisan stereotypes: on one hand, ABC, NBC and CBS all seemed to report good
news for Clinton and bad news for Bush, whereas Fox News, on the contrary, seemed to do the opposite. A
pro-Democratic bias on CBS and NBC and a milder proof of a pro-Republican bias on Fox News thanks to
his analysis of the coverage of change in the presidents’ approval rate was in fact found by Groeling (2008, p.
652).

An interesting question is: how would Americans react if they knew their top news resource, in this case
television news, as data show, altered its coverage in order to favor a political party or candidate instead of
another? The answer is shown in Figure 5 below. Many researchers have demonstrated that the main cause of
complaint that people have towards the media is the presence of political bias. For this reason, they tend to
choose as their trusted source of news television channels that they find fair and politically unaligned, so that
they are not influenced when listening to reports. The 45% of U.S. citizens think that their top source is
unbiased towards both parties, but the remaining 55% affirms that their preferred channel still shows some
political alignment. Among them, the majority is convinced it supports the Democratic Party, pointing to a
perception of liberal bias on television, while the minority is sure it favors Republicans.

To answer to the previous question, if the question is structured by asking the interviewees “if the news source
you use most often decided to change its reporting and commentary to try and convince people it does not

favor one party over the other, would you: 1) continue to rely on it most often for news; 2) continue to use it,
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but use other sources more often; 3) no longer use it and find other news sources to rely on for news?”, the
Gallup/Knight Foundation (2020) concludes that around 50% of Americans say they would still keep
following their top news source if they changed their coverage, while the remaining half is split between saying
that they would continue using that source but also using other sources and that they would definitely abandon
it. Distinctions should be made between Democratic and Republican electors: while the former would stick
with it if it changed its coverage, the latter are more inclined than democrats to rely also on other channels as
well. It is a fact that the news source with the highest percentage of preferences among conservatives is Fox
News: taking into account those whose mainly follow it, thus Republicans, 40% of them claims they would
still follow it, while 37%, which is a very close percentage to it, would rely to other sources more often and

around 20% would definitely abandon it.

Figure 5

Americans' Response If Their Top News Source Altered Its Coverage to Not Favor a Political Party

If the news source you use most often decided to change its reporting and commentary to try and convince people it does not favor one party over the other, would you - continue to rely on
it most often for news; continue to use it, but use other sources more often; or no longer use it and find other news sources to rely on for news?
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Republicans 40 37 22
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Source: GALLUP/KNIGHT FOUNDATION, Nov. 9-15, 2020 - Get the data * Created with Datawrapper

2.2 Television and disinformation

The spread of disinformation in television is far less frequent than the one online. Because of the stricter
control that television networks employ towards the stories they tell the audience, fake news are less likely to
be told. Contrarily, information check is not that rigid on online platforms, making the internet environment
the perfect place for the diffusion of untrue stories. Although this is undoubtedly true, television and
disinformation continue being connected one another.

It has been said that, since the 2016 elections, fake news have played an important role in political campaigns.
They are defined as “stories that are provably false, have enormous traction in the culture, and are consumed
by millions of people” (Radutzky 2017). Furthermore, they comprehend satire or parody, sloppy journalism,
misinformation, misleading headlines and media and audience bias. So, there is evidence that the diffusion of
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fake news is a phenomenon incorporated not just within social media and online journalism, but in television
as well.

However, while online platforms and social networks such as Google, Facebook and Twitter have recently
faced much pressure to restrain the spread of disinformation, due to the uncontrolled spread of political lies
during the 2016 presidential elections, cable TV providers did not go through the same harsh process. Oliver
Darcy, a CNN reporter, argues that providers “have escaped scrutiny and dodged this conversation”, even if
they keep “lending their platforms to dishonest companies that profit off of disinformation and conspiracy
theories” (Darcy 2021).

It can be said that it is evident that disinformation does not happen exclusively online. Nevertheless, while
social media companies have managed to tackle false news, including President Donald Trump’s own tweets,
the same cannot be said for what concerns television. Fox News has in fact increasingly been criticized for
having both staff and guests supporting right-wing conspiracy theories, which included the fake theory
claiming that the voting by mail procedure and the machines that counted votes were rigged and would steal
the elections, making Joe Biden win. Eventually, these accusations were properly addressed by the Dominion
Voting System for $1.6 billion over false election fraud information. Despite having shown a conservative
leaning bias, Fox News has still lost viewers to other farther-right networks, such as One American News
Network.

The duty of determining whether communication platforms are at the service of the public interest was in the
past given to public entities, such as the Federal Communications Commission. Furthermore, as both the
Federal Court and Supreme Court decided in the past that when the Federal Commission reviewed television’s
content in order to decide whether to renew their broadcast license or not, it did not violate their free speech
right, as established in the First Amendment of the American Constitution. These measures are instead
necessary for the protection of public interest against disinformation. On the other hand, cable channels such
as Fox News and CNN, do not use public airwaves, as they are private companies, and the content they share
is decided by their owners, whose final aim is not the promotion of public interest, but rather profit. However,
it has been discussed that such networks should be controlled under a principle according to which content
creators would not be owned by them like the distribution system is, so that they can decide not to engage with
those who contribute to the diffusion of provocatory lies. Another measure can be a self-regulation measure
of cable networks that can help them in the establishment of an independent panel specialized in the

examination of issues such as the spread of disinformation.

2.3 Television and 2020 Elections
2020 was probably the most bizarre year of this generation. It was characterized by an increasing political

polarization and contrasting divisions, by a pandemic, which has led to a public health crisis, by numerous
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concerns about the voting procedure, which many claimed was rigged, and by left and right accusations of
disinformation. On the other side of the coin, as it has already been stated in the previous chapter, the 2020
elections hold the record as the largest total voter turnout in American history, with almost 160 million people
who went to the polls. Political participation in 2020 was surprisingly high and many citizens claimed they
were politically well-informed about the presidential candidates.

On this matter, a research carried out between September and November of that same year by Gallup (2020),
which takes part in the Knight Foundation’s Trust, Media and Democracy series, has discovered that, even if
most people think American news media and democratic institutions have succeeded in the challenges of the
latest electoral campaign, there still is mistrust among citizens, especially among Republicans. In particular,
the survey has shown that Americans felt much more prepared if compared to past elections for the upcoming
elections, as along the year and during the electoral campaign, they have followed national news, especially
on television and their confidence about being able to make the right decision in the voting process grew.
Thus, it can be said that in general they believed the media handed them all the necessary information they
needed in order to make a conscious decision. This comprehends guidance on how to vote and details about
the candidates.

Nevertheless, there are differences in the way supporters of the Republican Party and supporters of the
Democratic Party believe the elections functioned: 55% of U.S. citizens are sure that the electoral process
went well. Of this 55%, the 92% is made of Democrats, while nine over ten Republicans think the elections
were not handled well. Partisan differences concern also how people think the media covered the campaign.
“Almost 60% of Americans think that the news media are responsible for their report of the election results
and outcome” (Knight Foundation 2020). In fact, 63% of Americans believed television projections were true
when they projected the Democratic candidate Joe Biden as the winner of the elections. Only 17% of

Republicans believed it, while the majority of them were Democrats.

There are three main categories of sources of information on television: national network news, local news
and cable news. First of all, national network news comprehends the entertainment companies of Walt Disney
Television, CBS Entertainment Group, and NBCUniversal Television and Streaming. Each one of them has
its own news divisions, which respectively are ABC News, CBS News and NBC News, which in turn are
divided into different programs based on the time slot. For instance, the corresponding weekend morning
editions are named America This Morning on ABC, CBS Morning News on CBS, and Early Today on NBC,
whereas on evenings ABC World News Tonight with David Muir, CBS Evening News with Norah O'Donnell,
and NBC Nightly News with Lester Holt air. Local news, instead, are part of local broadcast television stations,
which produce their own newscasts regarding mainly matters happening in those regions where they are
located and whose targets are local citizens. Thus, the local news stories focus primarily on domestic issues

that are relevant to local inhabitants. This does not mean that local news do not cover national or international
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matters, as they do, but they are seen through local lenses. Finally, cable news channels such as MSNBC,
owned by the NCBUniversal News Group, and Fox News Channel and CNN are TV networks entirely
dedicated to the broadcast of TV news.

When analyzing the difference between Republicans and Democrats on their judgement over how their
favorite news source covered the 2020 campaign, conservatives sour on cable news: around 80% of the
interviewed claim they are satisfied with the coverage of their most used news source, which in the majority
of cases is a national or a local television network. Also in this case, liberals are generally more satisfied, while
voters of the Republican Party give a lower rating to the coverage, especially for what concerns cable television
news. National news represents the top choice as a source of information for the electorate in 2020. More
precisely, 49% of citizens paid great attention to national news in a pre-election survey especially for what
concerns domestic matters, while interest towards international politics remained low. The level of attention
towards television, however, grew right after the elections, as the election results were not immediately known
because of the large amount of votes by mail, and people kept checking the national news for this reason. Also
in this case, cable TV represents the main formal news source, as the 64% of the population used it to keep
themselves informed about the election outcome, followed by national television news, while local TV was
less used.

Among them, Americans value the election coverage of national networks and local TV news as the best one.
On the other hand, opinions of cable TV channels’ coverage differed due to partisan divisions: while
conservative judgement decreased, going from a 45% excellent pre-election rating to a 29% one right after the
election day, Democrats’ rating of cable news coverage of the elections moved upwards, increasing from 61%

to 73%.

As previously stated, television is not immune from political bias. In 2020 in particular, the electorate worried
about disinformation and the spread of fake news. Almost the totality of Americans believe they were exposed
to fake news during the electoral campaign, even more than during the 2016 elections. Another striking data
on this matter should not be ignored: the 60% of US citizens, most of them Republicans, are sure that
misinformation, defined as made up or inaccurate stories that are presented to viewers as if they are precise,
has somehow had an impact on the outcome of the 2020 elections. In particular, “both Republicans and
Democrats are 15% more likely to believe headlines that are ideologically aligned” (Allcott and Gentzkow
2017, p. 213), meaning that supporters of both parties tend to cluster around their top cable news source and
mainly believe information coming from it.

Despite this, the Gallup/Knight Foundation (2020) tells us that a small majority still affirms that news media
have generally covered election results well, with 59% of citizens saying the media were responsible, even

though Republicans do not agree, claiming that they were not responsible at all. The differences between
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Democrats, Republicans and Independents concerning their judgement over news media coverage of the 2020

election results are illustrated in Figure 6.
Figure 6

Opinions of News Media Coverage of the 2020 Election Results and Outcome
How responsible do you think the news media overall was in its reporting of the election results and outcome - very responsible, responsible, not very responsible or not responsible at all?

[ % Veery responsible [ % Responsible . % Not very responsible % Not responsible at all

Values under 5% not displayed and ‘No answer” percentages not shown

More generally speaking, when analyzing people’s opinion on media coverage of both Joe Biden and Donald
Trump’s electoral campaigns, Gallup/Knight (2020) data show that U.S. citizens find the coverage of Biden’s
campaign as generally fairer than the one of his Republican counterpart. 53% of Republicans believe media
coverage of Biden’s electoral campaign was consistently fair, while a much lower percentage, the 13%, says
the same about Trump. The reason behind it is very simple and it is linked to the fact that Republicans tend to
view the media ensemble as biased against them, whereas Democrats value the coverage of the two candidates’
campaigns in the same way. As previously stated, a greater percentage of Republicans does not trust media
outlets and, in a study carried out by the Pew Research Center in late 2019, they expressed distrust rather than
trust towards 20 of the 30 sources they were asked about. Jurkowitz, Mitchell, Shearer and Waker (2020)
confirm that there were only a few media outlets that generated trust among Republican voters, and one of this

is unsurprisingly Fox News.

But how did Americans really perceive their exposure towards misinformation? Another Gallup/Knight
Foundation (2020) survey conducted in November comprehended a series of questions regarding their
awareness towards misinformation. The results showed that almost the totality of those who were interviewed
thought they came across a great deal of misinformation in that same year. Among them, 92% of Republicans
said so, demonstrating a higher percentage than Democrats (80%). In particular, Americans think that the main
source of misinformation along with social media is in fact television, especially cable television news. How
come? The reason lies in the fact that major internet companies handled the spread of misinformation and
disinformation in a different way by acting with the label of fake news as such in order to avoid a large-scale
diffusion. The view of television as a source of fake news is mostly shared by supporters of the Republican
party, who are more likely than their Democratic counterpart, not just to believe false information, but they

are also more likely to believe they came across it on television, including national network TV and cable
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television news. This explains why electors of the Republican Party have a low level of trust in mainstream
media.

In the following paragraphs a comparison between two opposing media outlets that have often entered into
conflict, CNN and Fox News, will be made and their attitude towards the 2020 US Presidential Elections will

be explained.

2.4 CNN

CNN, which stands for Cable News Network, is one of the most important news-based television channels in
the world. It is part of CNN Worldwide, a WarnerMedia News & Sport division of AT&T’s WarnerMedia,
and it is based in Atlanta. Founded in 1980, it was born as a non-stop cable news channel, so, after its launch,
it became the first television channel that offered 24-hour news coverage to its public. CNN is now one of the
major networks worldwide, with around 90 million television households as subscribers in the U.S., which
represent almost 98% of households with cable television in