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Abstract There is much concern today about the spread of fake news
and the misinformation it can produce among the public. In this article,
we investigate how the American public interprets accurate and inaccurate
statements from the news. Moving beyond partisanship, we theorize that
ideological and ethnoracial identities also shape individuals’ interpreta-
tions of the news. We argue that people have incentives to interpret infor-
mation they encounter in ways that favor their ideological and ethnoracial
ingroups and that these incentives are particularly strong when ideological
and ethnoracial identities align. Using a survey that asks respondents to
classify statements from news stories as facts or opinions, we find support
for these hypotheses. Liberals and conservatives, and white, Black, and
Hispanic respondents, more often classify as factual statements that favor
their ingroup’s interests while classifying information opposing their
ingroup’s interests as opinions. Holding cross-cutting ethnoracial and
ideological identities diminishes these effects, while identities that align
produce stronger ingroup biases in information processing, particularly
among whites. Our study reveals that it is not only partisanship but also
ideological and ethnoracial identities that shape how Americans interpret
the news, and therefore how informed, or misinformed, they are.

As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, the media extensively covered the
disease. In one Washington Post article discussing hydroxychloroquine as a
treatment, readers encountered statements including:

“‘I think it’s good. I’ve heard a lot of good stories. . . Here’s my evidence. I get a
lot of positive calls about it,’ Trump said Monday. ‘The only negative I’ve heard
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was the study where they gave it—was it the VA with, you know, people that
aren’t big Trump fans gave it,’” and

“In late April, researchers posted an analysis of the medical records of 368 male
patients at Veterans Affairs hospitals nationwide and found that the rates of death
in those treated with hydroxychloroquine alone or in combination with the
antibiotic azithromycin were higher than in those who did not receive the drugs.”
(Gearan et al. 2020)

Trump’s declaration that “it’s good” is an opinion—a belief based on his
views regarding feedback he’s heard about hydroxychloroquine. The second
statement is a fact—it can be proven true or verified based on evidence. Yet
the spring 2020 increase in prescriptions for hydroxychloroquine suggests
people sought out the drug based on trusting an opinion rather than a fact.
This case provides yet another example of why many are concerned about
the spread of “fake news” and misinformation and their consequences for po-
litical (and other) behavior (e.g., Southwell, Thorson, and Sheble 2018;
O’Connor and Weatherall 2019).

What determines how people interpret information they obtain from the
media or other sources? Previous literature explains that people tend to eval-
uate information they receive in line with their partisan identity (Lodge and
Hamill 1986; Taber and Lodge 2006). People know more about things that
relate to their own party (Lodge and Hamill 1986; Jerit and Barabas 2012)
and form opinions in a way consistent with their partisanship (Bartels 2002;
Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014; Weeks 2015; Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler
2017). We know less about other forces that may shape how people read and
interpret the news. Yet there are reasons to believe that other identities might
also affect how people interpret facts and opinions about the world. In this
paper, we investigate the role ideology and ethnoracial membership play in
shaping people’s understanding of the news.1 Might one’s ability to distin-
guish the fact from the opinion statement above depend on attachments other
than partisanship? We theorize and provide evidence supporting this
possibility.

Drawing on a survey that asks respondents to classify statements from
news stories as facts or opinions, we examine how an individual’s ideology,
ethnoracial membership, and the intersection of the two shape their classifi-
cations of fact and opinion statements. Because ideology and ethnoracial
membership are powerful social identities, we theorize that people have
incentives to interpret information they encounter in ways that favor their
ideological and ethnoracial ingroups. We further expect that this incentive is

1. We discuss race, ethnicity, and combinations of racial and ethnic identities, and thus use
“ethnoracial” (Omi and Winant 2014) to characterize ethnic and racial membership.
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largest when one’s ideology and ethnoracial membership align regarding a
particular piece of information. Thus, we hypothesize that people will clas-
sify as “facts” statements seen to benefit their identity groups and will clas-
sify as “opinions” statements perceived as detrimental to their groups. We
find support for this hypothesis. Identity shapes how Americans interpret in-
formation—an effect with implications for political behavior from policy atti-
tudes to vote choice. Furthermore, this effect is not constrained to partisan
identity, the primary focus of the literature to this point. Rather, we demon-
strate that ideology and ethnoracial membership also influence how individu-
als interpret information and how informed, or misinformed, they are.

Social Identities Affect Political Knowledge and Behavior

People may associate with many groups based on their personal traits, posi-
tion in society, and affiliations to which they have been socialized. Social
identity theory demonstrates that individuals will closely identify with some
of these groups. Further, this close identification yields ingroup favoritism,
as upholding positive beliefs about groups one identifies with is important
for upholding one’s own self-image (Tajfel 1974; Leonardelli, Pickett, and
Brewer 2010), and ethnocentrism, leading people to define groups as friend
or foe and favor members of their preferred groups (Kinder and Kam 2010).
This behavior can have powerful political consequences.

Most research on the effects of social identity on political knowledge and
information have focused on partisan identity. Motivated reasoning leads
partisan identifiers to believe information that benefits their partisan ingroup
over their partisan outgroup, regardless of its accuracy (Bartels 2002;
Bullock 2007; Jerit and Barabas 2012; Theodoridis 2017). Indeed, people are
generally more willing to believe a piece of information that aligns with their
partisanship or that makes the party they oppose look bad—even if that in-
formation is from a less credible source (Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus
2013; Kahan 2013; Schroeder and Stone 2015; Meirick and Bessarabova
2016). This systematic filtering of information can affect how partisans per-
ceive, reward, and punish political figures (Lebo and Cassino 2007).

However, motivated reasoning and biased engagement with information
can occur when individuals seek to bolster a variety of beliefs or issue posi-
tions (Lodge and Taber 2013). Thus, other social identities may have similar
political consequences as partisanship. Huddy (2013) outlines that political
cohesion of a social group—and thus group membership’s ability to affect
political behavior—is more likely to occur when an identity is strong, has
political meaning, and when group members perceive threats to their group
(whether realistic or not). We propose that each of these criteria is present
not just for partisanship but also for ideological identification and ethnoracial
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group membership. Thus, we expect these will affect political behavior—in-
cluding levels of political (mis)information.

IDEOLOGY

While ideology is often defined as a set of cohesive positions on issues, it is
likely more accurate to consider ideological identification a social identity.
Only a minority of knowledgeable citizens show “polar, coherent, stable, and
potent ideological orientations” that fit with the former definition (Converse
1964; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017; Kalmoe 2020, p. 1). Rather, for many, ide-
ology is a symbolic identity—like partisanship (Ellis and Stimson 2012)—
that can have powerful effects based on “the intensity with which individuals
identify with the groups that are labeled liberals or conservatives [rather
than] the set of individual policy preferences that each person holds” (Mason
2018, p. 22). In part because it has become sorted into alignment with other
social identities such as partisanship, region, and religion (Mason 2018), ide-
ology is a strong group identity for many Americans. It is also “inherently
political and automatically generate[s] political cohesion among strong iden-
tifiers” (Huddy 2013, p. 747). Additionally, due to discourse among political
leaders and the media who seek to promote “conservative thinkers” and at-
tack ideological outgroups like the “left, liberal media” (Carlson 2019;
Trump 2019), liberals and conservatives likely perceive threats to and griev-
ances shared by their ideological group.

Consequently, despite ideologues’ rarity, there are significant effects of
ideological identification on behavior. Individuals are more likely to approve
policies supported by their ideological ingroup (Malka and Lelkes 2010). A
desire to maintain views favorable to one’s ideology can lead to the accep-
tance of conspiracy theories, particularly among conservatives (Miller,
Saunders, and Farhart 2016), and can prevent individuals from accepting cor-
rections about misperceptions they hold or even provoke a “backfire effect”
in which misperceptions become more strongly held (Nyhan and Reifler
2010). Ideological disagreement has increased affective polarization between
partisans (Webster and Abramowitz 2017). Further, ideological and partisan
identities can even lead to shifts in one’s generally closely held religious,
ethnic, and LGB identities (Egan 2020).

While the effects of ideological identity on some political behaviors are
similar to the effects of party identity, it is important to differentiate their
effects, as ideology and partisanship are “distinct (though interrelated) facets
of political identity” (Deichert, Goggin, and Theodoridis 2018, p. 28).
Americans hold on to their ideological and partisan identities at differing
rates, and ideology is more likely than partisanship to shift over time (Kinder
and Kalmoe 2017).

756 Crowder-Meyer and Ferrı́n

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/article/85/3/753/6427324 by U

niversidad R
ey Juan C

arlos user on 11 April 2022



Further, research suggests that ideology is a weaker identity for some eth-
noracial groups. Black Americans’ partisanship and ideological identifica-
tions align less often, perhaps due to racialized social constraint (White and
Laird 2020) or prioritizing racial group consciousness over ideological con-
servatism (Philpot 2017)—or because ideological labels are less meaningful
for Black than white Americans (Jefferson 2020). Ideology and partisanship
are less closely linked among some groups of Hispanics as well, perhaps due
to socialization and experiences with other political systems among immi-
grants to the United States (Abrajano and Alvarez 2010). These findings
question the validity of ideology as a predictor of political behavior across
ethnoracial groups.

In a context of polarization that has boosted ideological consistency (Pew
Research Center 2014, 2017), we thus evaluate whether ideology has an ef-
fect on political (mis)information distinct from partisanship and across eth-
noracial groups. Because ideology can function as a social identity, leading
group identifiers to prefer information that upholds positive views of their
group, we expect it to shape interpretations of political information.
Specifically, we hypothesize that people will interpret as facts, rather than
opinions, information that is consistent with their ideological group interests
(H1). Because ideological labels may be less meaningful for Black and
Hispanic than white Americans, this effect may be larger among whites (see
H3 below).

ETHNORACIAL GROUP MEMBERSHIP

Ethnoracial group membership is also a social identity that can shape politi-
cal behavior, leading to affinity voting and supporting group causes among
Blacks, whites, and Latinos (Sanchez 2006; Sidanius et al. 2008). There is
also political meaning associated with ethnoracial membership in the United
States, as the two major parties have diverging ethnoracial composition and
distinct positions on race-related policies and the status of ethnoracial groups
(Huddy 2013; Huddy, Mason, and Horwitz 2016; Tesler 2016; Mason and
Wronski 2018; Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2018; Jardina 2019b). Finally,
ethnoracial group members often perceive shared interests, grievances, and
threats with others in their group. Research on group consciousness and
linked fate highlights the presence of a “black utility heuristic” (Dawson
1994) among African Americans (Olsen 1970; Dawson 1994; Chong and
Rogers 2005; Mangum 2007). Although perceptions of linked fate are gener-
ally lower among the panethnic categories of Hispanic or Latino, studies also
reveal evidence of Latino-linked fate (Sanchez and Masuoka 2010; Fraga
et al. 2011), with levels affected by socioeconomic status, acculturation, per-
ceptions of discrimination, and social movements (Masuoka 2006; Barreto
and Pedraza 2009; Stokes-Brown 2012; Zepeda-Millán 2017). Research
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increasingly identifies shared perceptions of threat among white Americans
as well, due both to beliefs about increased immigration to the United States
(Abrajano and Hajnal 2015) and to the election of America’s first Black pres-
ident (Parker, Sawyer, and Towler 2009; Tesler 2016; Yadon and Piston
2019).

The effects of ethnoracial membership on political behavior are wide rang-
ing. For example, compared to other ethnoracial groups, white Americans
are more opposed to immigration; whites with high white identity or group
consciousness are especially more supportive of policies like Social Security
and candidates like Donald Trump who they believe help their ethnoracial
ingroup (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015; Schildkraut 2017; Jardina 2019a,
2019b). Prejudice held by whites toward Black Americans and Hispanics
(Goff et al. 2008; Huddy and Feldman 2009; Pérez 2016; Yadon and Piston
2019) also shapes political behavior and attitudes toward candidates of color
and policies perceived as benefiting particular ethnoracial groups (Kam
2007; Banks and Hicks 2016; Pérez 2016; Tesler 2016; Kinder and Ryan
2017; Ramirez and Peterson 2020). Racial prejudice even affects perceptions
of information. White Americans holding negative attitudes about Blacks are
more likely to believe rumors about President Obama’s birthplace (Pasek
et al. 2015; Jardina and Traugott 2019). And racially prejudiced individuals
are more likely to resist correction of misinformation when misinformation
enables opposition to a Black candidate from their party (Flynn and
Krupnikov 2019). Further, both white and Black Americans seek out infor-
mation about officer-involved shootings that is favorable to their racial
ingroups and interpret new information in light of their “racially distinct pri-
ors” (Jefferson, Neuner, and Pasek 2020).

Ethnoracial membership also shapes behavior among Hispanics and Black
Americans. This may be due to how ethnoracial membership shapes an indi-
vidual’s life experiences, or to a broader desire to support groups with whom
one perceives a linked fate. For example, Black Americans are more likely
than whites to experience discrimination and are more supportive of govern-
ment efforts to promote equality and address discriminatory policies affecting
their group (Tate 1994; Alexander 2012; Dowe 2016). Hispanics and Asians
are more likely to have recent personal or familial experience with immigra-
tion (Lopez and Radford 2017), and are less likely to favor restrictive immi-
gration policies (Masuoka and Junn 2013). In fact, evidence demonstrates
that more punitive immigration policies (Vargas, Sanchez, and Valdez
2017), higher immigration enforcement (Maltby et al. 2020), and President
Donald Trump’s harsher anti-immigrant and discriminatory rhetoric (Le,
Arora, and Stout 2020) increased panethnic linked fate among Latinos (in-
cluding those born in the United States) and Asian Americans.

Further, while the interests of Black Americans and Hispanics do not al-
ways overlap, there are some reasons to expect Blacks and Hispanics to
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perceive political information in ways aimed at supporting a broader ethnora-
cial minority ingroup rather than just their own specific ethnic or racial
ingroup. Lopez and Pantoja (2004) find fairly broad support for race-
conscious policies that apply to a broad set of ethnoracial groups among
Blacks and, to a lesser extent, among Latinos. Even on the issue of immigra-
tion, where Black Americans have been perceived to hold more nativist opin-
ions, recent research finds that Blacks feel positively toward immigrants and
perceive commonality with Latinos relative to whites (Carter 2019). The re-
cent rise in acceptance of explicitly racial rhetoric and increasing levels of
hate crimes and white supremacist activities in the United States (FBI 2018;
Valentino, Neuner, and Vandenbroek 2018; Farley 2019) may have rein-
forced a shared identity among those most likely to be targeted by hateful
rhetoric, strengthening support among Black Americans and Hispanics for
policies perceived as beneficial to ethnoracial minorities more broadly.
Perceiving discrimination while holding group consciousness regarding
one’s own group can increase perceptions of commonality with other groups
(Sanchez 2008)—even among those who have not personally experienced
discrimination (Lu and Jones 2019). Additionally, having superordinate goals
“that go beyond group boundaries and include both groups” can diminish
distrust of outgroups (Mason 2018, p. 133). Opposing the rise of white su-
premacy and explicit racism in the United States may serve as a superordi-
nate goal, and perceiving discrimination in the current hostile racial context
may extend group consciousness across “people of color” (Pérez 2021).
Together, these could promote support among an ethnoracial minority group
for policies that benefit other groups or limit white supremacy.

We theorize that the same forces that lead those who classify as Black,
white, and Hispanic to support policies and candidates perceived as benefi-
cial to their ethnoracial ingroup will also shape how those from specific eth-
noracial groups perceive political information. Specifically, we hypothesize
that people will interpret as facts, rather than opinions, information that is
consistent with their ethnoracial group interests (H2).

INTERACTING IDEOLOGY AND ETHNORACIAL GROUP MEMBERSHIP

The alignment of one’s social identities can influence how powerfully they
affect political behavior. People with more sorted identities—whose party,
ideology, religion, race, and Tea Party affiliation align in a consistent direc-
tion politically—show higher partisan prejudice (Mason 2018). Individuals
with more aligned identities demonstrate less outgroup tolerance, more preju-
dice toward outsiders (Brewer and Pierce 2005), and more racial prejudice
(Miller, Brewer, and Arbuckle 2009). On the other hand, having cross-
cutting identities that do not politically align can diminish polarization, nega-
tive attitudes toward outgroups, favorable attitudes toward ingroups, and
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emotional reactivity when faced with threats or reassurances (Mason 2016,
2018; Deichert, Goggin, and Theodoridis 2018). Consequently, we hypothe-
size that people will be more likely to interpret as facts, rather than opinions,
information that is consistent with the interests of both their ideological and
ethnoracial groups, than information that is consistent with the interests of
only one of their identity groups (H3). However, because research suggests
ideological labels are more consistently understood by white than Hispanic
or especially Black Americans (Abrajano and Alvarez 2010; Jefferson 2020),
this effect should be largest among white respondents.

DEFINING GROUP MEMBERSHIP AND GROUP INTERESTS

Our hypotheses predict that individuals will interpret information differently
based on their ideological and ethnoracial identities. Existing research docu-
menting such “identity-to-politics” links varies widely in how identity is
measured—examining distinctions between individuals simply classified as
belonging to particular groups, between those expressing strong identifica-
tion with their groups, or between those with varying levels of group con-
sciousness or resentment toward outgroups (Lee 2008). These comparisons
can thus find an identity-to-politics link for reasons including: shared indi-
vidual experiences across many members of a group (e.g., distinct treatment
by law enforcement, recent experience with the immigration system, experi-
ences of racism and prejudice), a desire to uphold positive views of a group
with whom one identifies closely (either through genuinely believing infor-
mation that favors that group or through responding positively to information
favoring that group without sincerely believing it), or attempts to favor the
interests of a group with whom one perceives a linked fate through promot-
ing that group or hindering an outgroup seen as a threat.

Each of these mechanisms may play a role in shaping the behavior of
respondents in our study. Our data enables us to compare respondents who
self-classify into one ethnoracial or ideological group with those in another
group. We do not have access to variables measuring strength of identity,
group consciousness, or prejudice, nor thus the ability to measure their
effects on interpretations of political information. However, other studies
show high levels of ethnoracial identity among those classified into each eth-
noracial group. In recent national surveys, many Black (69–85 percent) and
Hispanic (49–75 percent) respondents and some white (30–40 percent)
respondents indicate that their ethnorace is very or extremely important to
their identity (Jardina 2019b). Thus, we anticipate that those classified into
different ethnoracial groups will interpret information differently. Future
studies examining the effects of strong group identification, racial resent-
ment, or racial sympathy might find even stronger effects of these variables
on information processing. Regarding ideological identification, 2016
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American National Election Studies data reveal closeness between those who
self-identify as liberal or conservative and those in their ideological ingroups.
Specifically, those who self-identified as (slightly to extremely) liberal indi-
cated an average feeling thermometer rating of 71 degrees for liberals and
only 36 degrees for conservatives, while those identifying as (slightly to ex-
tremely) conservative rated conservatives at 69 degrees and liberals at 32
degrees on average (these differences are of similar magnitude and statisti-
cally significant for all ethnoracial groups except Black conservatives).
Consequently, we expect ideological self-identification in our data to shape
respondents’ perceptions of information to favor the ideological ingroup to-
ward whom they likely feel warmly.

Data and Method

To test our hypotheses, we use data from a Pew Research Center survey of
American adults fielded in February–March 2018 (8,066 panelists were in-
vited to take part, of whom 5,035 completed the survey, for a cooperation
rate of 62 percent). This survey examines “whether members of the public
can recognize news as factual—something that’s capable of being proved or
disproved by objective evidence—or as an opinion that reflects the beliefs
and values of whoever expressed it” (Pew Research Center 2018, p. 3). The
questionnaire presented to respondents a series of “statements that have been
taken from news stories.” Respondents were asked, “Regardless of how
knowledgeable you are about the topic, would you consider this statement to
be a factual statement (whether you think it is accurate or not) OR an opinion
statement (whether you agree with it or not)?”2 Supplementary Material sec-
tion 1 describes the data and variables.

We hypothesized that people will be more likely to interpret a statement
as a factual statement when it contains information that is consistent with
their (ideological and/or ethnoracial) group interests, whereas they will inter-
pret a statement as an opinion if its information is perceived as detrimental to
the interests of their ingroup(s). Consider this statement: “Immigrants who
are in the U.S. illegally have some rights under the Constitution.” According
to previous literature, this should be perceived as threatening to the interests
of those classified as white because they are more likely to perceive immi-
grants to the United States as a threat (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015), while
members of ethnoracial groups concerned about increases in explicit preju-
dice and discrimination would perceive this statement as beneficial to them-
selves or those with whom they hold shared interests (Sanchez 2008). We
therefore expect that Black or Hispanic respondents will be more likely to

2. Respondents are explicitly asked to disregard their beliefs, which poses a hard test to our
hypotheses.
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classify this statement as a fact than white respondents, while white respond-
ents should be more likely to classify this statement as an opinion than Black
or Hispanic respondents.3 Similarly, we would expect a statement like
“Abortion should be legal in most cases” to be perceived differently by
respondents based on their ideology. Conservatism (relative to liberalism) is
strongly associated with negative attitudes toward legal abortion, even con-
trolling for religious and partisan identities (Yen and Zampelli 2017), for rea-
sons including preferences for traditional values and minimal social change
among conservatives and increased receptivity to social change and prioriti-
zation of (gender) equality among liberals (Cook, Jelen, and Wilcox [1992]
2018). Given this, we expect that liberal respondents will be more likely to
classify this statement as a fact, and conservative respondents as an opinion.

Drawing on similar logic and the extant literature, we classified each state-
ment according to whether it favors the interests of an ideological group (lib-
eral or conservative) and/or an ethnoracial group (white, Black or Hispanic)
(for a similar strategy, see Jerit and Barabas 2012). Four coders allocated all
statements to any of these categories, with 100 percent agreement (see also
Pew Research Center 2018, pp. 24–27). A statement is classified as liberal
(or conservative/wWhite/Black or Hispanic) if its correct classification as ei-
ther fact or opinion is generally consistent with the interests of the corre-
sponding identity group.

Table 1 presents the exact wording of the 10 statements and their classifi-
cations—whether the statement would correctly be considered a fact or an
opinion, and which ideological and ethnoracial groups’ interests are more
consistent with the correct answer for each item. In addition, we provide
references that support our classification of the group interests supported by
each statement. Table 1 reveals an overlap between ideological and ethnora-
cial interests, as all items that are coded as Black or Hispanic are also coded
as liberal, and the only item that is coded as white is conservative.

Based on these classifications, we developed two types of dependent vari-
ables. First, we created one variable for each statement that takes the value 1
if it is classified correctly as fact or opinion by the respondent and 0 if not.
Second, we created two additive scales that correspond with our ideological
and ethnoracial group classifications for the statements. The ideological
statements scale is composed of all items listed in table 1. It is coded so that
a higher number indicates that a respondent classified more items

3. While individuals may personally identify with both a racial group (e.g., Black, white) and the
Hispanic panethnic group, and these intersecting identities almost certainly shape their percep-
tions of political information, the racial coding available in the dataset used here splits respond-
ents by their racial and ethnic identities without these intersections. Thus, we are constrained to
comparing white non-Hispanic respondents, Black non-Hispanic respondents, and Hispanic
respondents, and controlling for a non-Hispanic other ethnoracial group, each coded as mutually
exclusive categories (see Supplementary Material).
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Table 1. Classification of 10 statements judged to be fact or opinion

Statement
Correct
answer

Ideological
group interest

Ethnoracial
group interest

President Barack Obama was born
in the United States.a

Fact Liberal Black or Hispanic

Immigrants who are in the U.S.
illegally have some rights under the
Constitution.b

Fact Liberal Black or Hispanic

Health care costs per person in the
U.S. are the highest in the developed
world.c

Fact Liberal

Immigrants who are in the U.S.
illegally are a very big problem for
the country today.d

Opinion Liberal Black or Hispanic

Government is almost always
wasteful and inefficient.e

Opinion Liberal

Abortion should be legal in most
cases.f

Opinion Conservative

Increasing the federal minimum wage
to $15 an hour is essential for the
health of the U.S. economy.g

Opinion Conservative

ISIS lost a significant portion of its
territory in Iraq and Syria in 2017.h

Fact Conservative

Spending on Social Security, Medicare,
and Medicaid make up the largest
portion of the U.S. federal budget.i

Fact Conservative

Applying additional scrutiny to
Muslim Americans would not reduce
terrorism in the U.S.j

Opinion Conservative White

aCoding of interests based on Jardina and Traugott (2019); Parker, Sawyer, and Towler (2009);
Pasek et al. (2015); Tesler (2016); Yadon and Piston (2019).

bCoding of interests based on Abrajano and Hajnal (2015); Brooks, Manza, and Cohen
(2016); Jardina (2019b).

cCoding of interests based on Jerit and Barabas (2012); Sears et al. (1980).
dCoding of interests based on Abrajano and Hajnal (2015); Brooks, Manza, and Cohen

(2016); Jardina (2019b).
eCoding of interests based on Lakoff (2010).
fCoding of interests based on Hout (1999); Lakoff (2010).
gCoding of interests based on McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2016).
hCoding of interests based on Nincic and Ramos (2010).
iCoding of interests based on Baker and Hunt (2016); McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2016).
jCoding of interests based on Brown-Dean (2019); Masuoka and Junn (2013); Mitchell

(2016); Theiss-Morse (2009); Wong (2018).
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consistently with liberal interests while a lower number indicates that
respondents classified more items consistently with conservative interests.
Thus, a respondent with a 0 on this variable classified all statements consis-
tently with the interests of a conservative, while a 1 indicates that a respon-
dent classified all statements consistently with liberal interests.4 The
ethnoracial statements scale is composed of four items, coded so that a
higher number indicates that a respondent classified more items consistently
with the interests of Blacks or Hispanics—given literature predicting some
shared group consciousness and interests across these ethnoracial groups—
while a lower number indicates that a respondent classified more items con-
sistently with the interests of whites.5 Thus, a 0 on this scale means a respon-
dent classified all statements consistently with the interests of whites and a 1
means all statements were classified consistently with Black or Hispanic
interests.

Our main independent variables are ideology and ethnoracial group.
Ideology is a categorical variable that distinguishes between liberal (the ref-
erence category), moderate, and conservative respondents.6 The ethnoracial
group variable distinguishes between respondents who classify as white (the
reference category), Black, Hispanic, and a non-Hispanic other race. While
our theory and existing literature provide reasons to expect that Blacks and
Hispanics will perceive some shared interests across ethnoracial lines, we
distinguish between these groups in our analyses given the many distinctions
in their experiences and political behavior and in order to test whether the
two groups actually do interpret political information in a similar way. We
also include a number of controls that are typical antecedents of people’s po-
litical information: age, sex (female is coded as 1), level of education (High
school or less—the reference category; Some College; Bachelor’s degree or
more); and income (from less than $5,000 to $250,000 or more; treated as
continuous). In addition, because statements are presented as if they appeared
in news stories, we control for an individual’s trust in national news organi-
zations (four categories, from not at all to a lot). Finally, to test the effects of
ideological (and ethnoracial) membership on political information distinct
from partisanship, and because partisanship consistently drives interpreta-
tions of information in existing research, all analyses control for the party

4. We reverse-coded all conservative items so that 1 means the statement is not classified cor-
rectly by the respondent, in order to orient all items in the scale such that higher numbers indicate
liberal ideological alignment.
5. We reverse-coded Muslim (the only item on the ethnoracial scale where a correct answer is
more in line with white than Black or Hispanic interests): it is coded 1 if it is classified incorrectly
by the respondents, so that all items in the scale are coded with higher numbers indicating align-
ment with Black or Hispanic interests.
6. Replicating all models with a (continuous) five-point ideology variable does not change the
results.
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identification of the respondents (Republican—the reference category,
Democrat, Independent, Other).

In our first analyses, we examine correct categorization of each statement
as a separate dependent variable. Then we use linear regression to estimate
the relationship between respondents’ ideology and ethnoracial groups and
their scores on the ideological and ethnoracial statements scales.

Results

Table 2 presents the percentage of respondents, by ideology and ethnoracial
membership, who classify each individual statement correctly. We also indi-
cate the statistical significance of ideology and ethnoracial group coefficients
from logit models predicting correct classification of each statement by re-
spondent identities while controlling for sex, age, education, income, media
trust, and party identification (see Supplementary Material table SM.2).

Table 2 reveals that a majority of respondents are able to classify most
statements correctly as a fact or an opinion, and the patterns of responses by
ideological and ethnoracial identities are consistent with our first and second
hypotheses. Specifically, we find that liberals and conservatives each tend to
classify more accurately statements for which doing so is consistent with the
interests of their ideological identity. Indeed, our models controlling for other
respondent characteristics (including party identification) reveal that conser-
vatives are statistically less likely than liberals to classify each liberal-leaning
statement correctly and more likely to classify all but one conservative-
leaning statement correctly. Only the statement about ISIS does not provide
results in our hypothesized direction; here, the percentage of correct answers
is nearly identical for liberals and conservatives and there is no statistically
significant effect of ideological identity on correct classification in our multi-
variate model. In all, then, these results suggest strong support for H1.

H2 is also supported by the results in table 2. We find that Hispanic and
Black respondents are more likely than white respondents to correctly clas-
sify as facts the statements that are favorable to ethnoracial minority interests
and as opinion the statement that is unfavorable to minority interests. On the
other hand, white respondents classify the statement about Muslims correctly
as an opinion more frequently than Black and Hispanic respondents, consis-
tent with white interests. We also find differences in how Black and
Hispanic respondents classify individual statements, supporting our argument
that ethnorace shapes perceptions of political information. Black respondents
are more likely to classify the news about Obama’s birth in the United States
as a fact than Hispanics or whites (see table 2). Given Obama’s identification
as Black, this statement is more important for affirming Black than Hispanic
ingroup identity. In addition, while a higher percentage of both Black and
Hispanic respondents than white respondents classify the statements
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Table 2. Percentage of respondents who classify each statement correctly

Respondent identifies as

Liberal Conserv. p-value

Obama born in US 90% 67% 0.000
Immigrants have rights 72% 43% 0.000
Health care costs high in US 84% 72% 0.001
Immigrants are problem 86% 52% 0.000
Government is wasteful 78% 65% 0.073
Abortion should be legal 78% 86% 0.013
Wage increases are essential 69% 81% 0.036
ISIS lost territory 73% 72% 0.537
Social programs are much of budget 60% 62% 0.040
Muslim scrutiny wouldn’t reduce terrorism 69% 80% 0.028

Average correct 76% 68% 0.000

Respondent identifies as

White Black p-value

Obama born in US 76% 86% 0.062
Immigrants have rights 53% 58% 0.606
Immigrants are problem 65% 80% 0.000
Muslim scrutiny wouldn’t reduce terrorism 81% 62% 0.000

Average correct 69% 72% 0.575

Respondent identifies as

White Hispanic p-value

Obama born in US 76% 78% 0.508
Immigrants have rights 53% 64% 0.037
Immigrants are problem 65% 75% 0.077
Muslim scrutiny wouldn’t reduce terrorism 81% 62% 0.000

Average correct 69% 70% 0.225

NOTE.—Table displays the percentages of liberal/conservative respondents and white/Black/
Hispanic respondents who accurately classified each statement as a fact or an opinion, and
indicators of statistical significance (two tailed p-values) of the coefficients for conservative
identity (compared to liberal identity), Black identity (compared to white identity), and
Hispanic identity (compared to white identity). These p-values are drawn from logit models—
displayed in Supplementary Material table SM.2 predicting correct classification of each state-
ment by ideological and ethnoracial identification, controlling for sex, age, education, income,
trust in media, and party identification. All data are weighted. Data Source: Pew Research
Center (2018).
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Table 3. The influence of ideological and ethnoracial identities on percep-
tions of the news—ordinary least squares regression estimates (and
standard errors)

Ideological statements scale
(Model 1)

Ethnoracial statements scale
(Model 2)

Coef. p-value Coef. p-value

Democrat 0.0859 0.000 0.127 0.000
(ref. Republican) (0.00657) (0.0108)

Independent 0.039 0.000 0.0773 0.000
(ref. Republican) (0.00596) (0.00981)

Other Party 0.0618 0.000 0.0893 0.000
(ref. Republican) �0.00826) (0.0136)

Moderate �0.0258 0.000 �0.0653 0.000
(ref. Liberal) (0.00553) (0.00909)

Conservative �0.0692 0.000 �0.114 0.000
(ref. Liberal) (0.00672) (0.0111)

Black 0.0687 0.000 0.0631 0.000
(ref. White) (0.00697) (0.0115)

Hispanic 0.041 0.000 0.063 0.000
(ref. White) (0.00612) (0.0101)

Other Race 0.00495 0.524 �0.00231 0.856
(ref. White) (0.00776) (0.0128)

Sex 0.013 0.002 �0.00234 0.732
(1¼female) (0.00414) (0.00682)

Age �0.000525 0.000 �0.00193 0.000
(0.000124) (0.000204)

Some college 0.00569 0.276 0.0364 0.000
(ref. High school) (0.00523) (0.0086)

Bachelor 0.00484 0.392 0.0864 0.000
(ref. High school) (0.00566) (0.00931)

Income �0.000164 0.741 0.00366 0.000
(0.000497) (0.000818)

Trust in media 0.0269 0.000 0.0544 0.000
(0.00261) (0.0043)

Constant 0.402 0.000 0.391 0.000
(0.0128) (0.0211)

Observations 4,843 4,840
R-squared 0.222 0.235

NOTE.—Tests of significance are two-tailed. All data are weighted. Data Source: Pew
Research Center (2018).
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referencing immigrants accurately, our multivariate models reveal that
Hispanics (relative to whites) are statistically more likely to accurately clas-
sify both immigrant-related statements while Black identity is related to ac-
curate classification of only one of these two statements. Thus, there is some
sense of shared interests across the Black and Hispanic ethnoracial groups,
but belonging to a specific ethnic or racial group also shapes perceptions of
political information for white, Black, and Hispanic respondents.

In table 3, we identify factors influencing respondents’ positions on the
ideological and ethnoracial statements scales. These results confirm that
party identification shapes interpretations of political information—
Democrats and Independents, relative to Republicans, are more likely to clas-
sify statements in line with liberal ideology and ethnoracial minority group
interests. Importantly, however, table 3 also demonstrates that even control-
ling for this effect of partisanship, both ideology and ethnoracial membership
also shape respondents’ behavior.

First, Model 1 in table 3 supports H1: being conservative is negatively as-
sociated with the ideological statements scale, meaning that conservatives
are less likely to interpret political statements in a way favorable to the

Figure 1. Average marginal effects of ideological and ethnoracial identi-
ties. Figure presents the predicted average respondents’ positions on the ideo-
logical (upper figure) and ethnoracial (lower figure) statements scales by
ideology, ethnorace, and partisanship, predicted based on Models 1 and 2 in
table 3.
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interests of liberal identifiers than are liberals. And Model 2 demonstrates
support for H2: self-classifying as Black or Hispanic is positively associated
with the ethnoracial scale—Black and Hispanic respondents interpret the
statements in line with the interests of ethnoracial minority groups while
white respondents interpret the statements in ways consistent with white
identity interests. These findings indicate that partisanship, ideology, and eth-
noracial identity are each separate identities that affect individuals’ interpreta-
tions of the news.

The consequences of these effects can be seen clearly in figure 1. Here we
display average marginal respondents’ positions on the ideological and ethno-
racial statements scales (which each range from 0 to 1) by ideology and ethno-
racial membership, predicted using results from Models 1 and 2. To assess the
magnitude of these effects in comparison to the effects of partisanship, we also
present the respondent’s positions on the two scales by partisanship. Figure 1
shows that the gap between conservative and liberal identifiers on the ideologi-
cal statements scale is nearly a tenth of the entire scale—or classifying an en-
tire additional statement differently—almost the same difference as between
Republicans and Democrats. Ethnoracial identity also shapes information

Figure 2. Marginal effects of ideology on the ideological statements scale,
by ethnoracial identity. Figure presents the marginal effects (and 95 percent
confidence intervals) of a respondent’s ideology—dependent on their ethnora-
cial group—on the ideological statements scale. Effects estimated from
Model 1 of Supplementary Material table SM.3, which interacts the ideology
and ethnoracial variables.
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processing, with white and other race identifiers scoring lower than Black and
Hispanic respondents on the ethnoracial statements scale—a significant differ-
ence, though one smaller than that between partisans.

H3 predicts that ideological and ethnoracial identities do not work in isola-
tion. Rather, we expect that people will be more likely to classify as fact in-
formation that is consistent with the interests of both their ethnoracial and
ideological groups than information that is cross-cutting—consistent with the
interests of only one of two groups with which they identify. Because ideo-
logical labels are more consistently meaningful among whites than Blacks
and Hispanics (Abrajano and Alvarez 2010; Jefferson 2020), these effects
should be particularly strong among white respondents. Table 3 already
revealed that ideology, ethnoracial group, and partisanship remain significant
predictors even when controlling for the effects of the other identities, and
that there is an overlap between ideology and ethnoracial membership:
Blacks and Hispanics tend to be more liberally biased than whites, and liber-
als are more biased toward Black and Hispanic interests than conservatives.
To test H3, we replicated the models in table 3, adding an interaction term
between the ideology and ethnoracial variables (see Supplementary Material
table SM.3). Figures 2 and 3 provide an interpretation of the results of these

Figure 3. Marginal effects of ethnoracial identity on the ethnoracial state-
ments scale, by ideology. Figure presents the marginal effects (and 95 percent
confidence intervals) of a respondent’s ethnoracial group—dependent on their
ideology—on the ethnoracial statements scale. Effects estimated from
Model 2 of Supplementary Material table SM.3, which interacts the ideology
and ethnoracial variables.
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interactive models, displaying the marginal effects of a respondent’s ideol-
ogy/ethnoracial membership—depending on their ethnoracial/ideological
group—on the ideological statements scale (figure 2) and ethnoracial state-
ments scale (figure 3). Here, again, respondents’ partisanship is included in
the models, confirming both that partisanship influences our dependent varia-
bles and that ideology and ethnoracial membership shape interpretations of
political information even when controlling for partisanship.7

We find evidence supporting H3 for both dependent variables. Figure 2
shows that when classifying statements on our ideological scale, being white
and conservative yields an interpretation most in line with conservative ide-
ology, while being Black and liberal produces a classification most consis-
tent with liberal ideological interests. These groups have a predicted
difference in their classification of more than one of the 10 statements in this
scale. In addition, having cross-cutting identities moderates the effect of ide-
ology on classifying statements on the ideological scale. As the non-
overlapping confidence intervals indicate, conservative Black and Hispanic
respondents are less likely to use the conservative lens when interpreting
statements than are conservative whites, and liberal white respondents are
less likely to use the liberal lens when interpreting statements than are liberal
Black respondents.

Similar patterns, confirming H3, can be seen in figure 3, which displays
the effects of interacted ideological and ethnoracial identity on a respondent’s
position on the ethnoracial statements scale. Again, conservative whites,
whose identities align, stand out in classifying the statements most consis-
tently with white interests while Black and Hispanic liberals classify state-
ments most consistently with ethnoracial minority interests—a difference
between these groups of about 20 percent of the ethnoracial statements scale
(just under one of the four statements). Further, as above, inconsistency be-
tween one’s ethnoracial group and ideology moderates the effects of identity,
with ethnoracial membership leading ideology in shaping news interpretation
(except for among white liberals). Clear distinctions emerge between how
white conservatives interpret statements on the ethnoracial scale—more in
line with white interests—and how Black and Hispanic conservatives inter-
pret these statements—in both cases more in line with ethnoracial minority
group interests.

The findings in figures 2 and 3 are partly consistent with literature indicat-
ing less understanding or use of liberal and conservative ideological labels
among Hispanic and Black Americans than white Americans (Abrajano and
Alvarez 2010; Jefferson 2020). The gaps in classification of statements on

7. Supplementary Material figures SM.1 and SM.2 replicate figures 2 and 3 for party rather than
ideology and confirm that while partisanship does affect interpretations of political statements, it
does so to a similar degree as ideological identity.
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our ideological and ethnoracial scales between liberals, moderates, and con-
servatives are larger and more often statistically significant among white
respondents than Black or (especially) Hispanic respondents. However,
even if our interactive models suggest that ethnoracial membership is a
more powerful driver of Hispanic and Black interpretations of the news,
ideology also influences Black interpretations of political information, with
Black liberals and Black conservatives positioned significantly differently
on both scales.

Discussion

News consumers are not neutral: each person interprets the news through the
lens of their identity. In this article, we have shown that ideology and ethno-
racial membership shape these interpretations. Respondents more often clas-
sify news statements favorable to their ideological and ethnoracial ingroups
as facts and news detrimental to their ingroups as opinions. Furthermore,
these identities interact, though differently for Black, Hispanic, and white
respondents.

We find that liberal and conservative whites interpret the news in particu-
larly distinct ways, while ethnoracial identity is a more significant driver of
interpretations of the news among Black and Hispanic respondents. Thus,
Black and Hispanic respondents generally interpret statements to favor lib-
eral and ethnoracial minority interests more often than whites, independently
of ideology, while white respondents’ positions on the two scales depend
greatly on ideology. Additionally, our results indicate that the combination
of conservative and white identities particularly distorts individuals’ percep-
tions of the news, especially on statements related to ethnoracial minorities
which white conservatives most often incorrectly classify. And, perhaps un-
expectedly given looser attachment to ideological labels among Blacks and
Hispanics, ideology also shapes the way Black (and, less so, Hispanic)
respondents understand political information. Black conservatives are signifi-
cantly less biased toward liberal and ethnoracial minority interpretations of
the news than Black liberals.

Expanding on previous literature, we thus confirm that party identification
matters, but we advance previous research by showing that ideology and eth-
noracial membership are also key lenses through which people see the world.
Our findings regarding the effects of ethnoracial identity on news interpreta-
tion will be of particular import to future research on identity, public opinion,
and political communication. Little existing literature has examined the rela-
tionship between ethnoracial identity and people’s (mis)information, espe-
cially looking beyond opinions about candidates. We show that white,
Black, and Hispanic identities each affect the way people interpret the
news—about both political figures and policies. This finding helps explain
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the racial gaps evident in interpretations of recent events, from Black Lives
Matter demonstrations following the killing of George Floyd (Pew
Research Center 2020a) to patterns in COVID-19 hospitalizations (Pew
Research Center 2020b). Further, while our data constrain us to measuring
only the effects of ethnoracial classification on behavior, this article paves
the way for future studies examining the effects of racial identity strength,
group consciousness, and racial resentment/sympathy. They might find
even stronger effects of these racial identities and attitudes on information
processing.

Unfortunately, our data do not allow us to distinguish genuine misinfor-
mation from expressive responding. However, the survey we use asked
respondents to classify statements as facts or opinions regardless of
whether they agreed with or believed the statements. This framing empha-
sized neutrality and therefore likely attenuated the effects of identity on
interpretations of the news. We cannot be sure that this wording precludes
interviewees from expressive responding, though some evidence suggests
this is not widespread in our data.8 Most importantly, outside the survey
world, the average news consumer may well be encouraged to interpret the
news through their identity lenses due to media and politician framing. To
the extent that politicians or media sources frame news statements in light
of ideological or ethnoracial group identities, threats, and grievances, our
findings likely understate the magnitude of American news consumers’ po-
larized understandings of the political world.

Data Availability Statement

REPLICATION DATA AND DOCUMENTATION are available at https://
doi.org/10.7910/DVN/BJUKYY.

Supplementary Material

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL may be found in the online version of
this article: https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfab038.

8. To test for expressive responding (“whereby individuals intentionally provide misinformation
to survey researchers as a way of showing support for their political viewpoint”; see Schaffner
and Luks 2018, p. 136), we analyze the relationship between political awareness and incorrect
classification of the Obama’s birth statement—one especially likely to be subject to expressive
responding—among conservatives. If conservative respondents with high political awareness
were more likely to classify the statement incorrectly than conservative respondents with low po-
litical awareness, this would suggest expressive responding (as in Schaffner and Luks 2018). Our
results do not support this hypothesis (see Supplementary Material, figure SM.3).
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