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Introduction

In 2016, nearly half of all Americans turned to the Internet for information about science
and technology (National Science Board, 2018). Though the Internet can provide vast quantities
of information, there has recently been increased public concern over the effects of “fake
news”’—news stories based on misinformation, often with the malicious intent to spread falsities
as facts—as evidenced by increasing coverage of the topic in media (for examples, see
Birkeland, 2017; Ingram, 2017; Rutenberg, 2017). Science reporting can also be affected by a
form of fake news; websites such as The Onion, Clickhole, and The Civilian often post satirical
news about science and technology (for examples, see “NASA Launches First Cordless
Satellite,” 2016, “Relatively large number occurs off coast of Pacific island,” 2013, “What In
God’s Name Is Going On With Planes?,” n.d.) that may be mistaken as factual. It is an
important distinction that such science satire, though false, is non-malicious and is intended to
entertain and encourage critical thought about the topics they cover (Kreuz & Roberts, 1993).
Moreover, these stories are often humorous, prompting readers to share the articles. Thus, there
is a potential for misinformation to spread if science satire is not recognized as false information.

To counter the spread of fake news, programs such as the News Integrity Initiative (NII),
spearheaded by Craigslist founder Craig Newmark, are being developed. The NII seeks to
improve audiences’ critical reading of the news as its primary method of preventing falsities
from having an impact (Ingram, 2017). Though such media literacy skills are important, there is
a need to understand how characteristics of news articles may lead readers to mistake fake news
for fact. To contribute to this line of research, I examine how satire and authoritative names in a
news article influence the extent to which people find news articles credible.

Five factors of media credibility have been established and used to understand audience
perceptions of news (Meyer, 1988). However, online news can be shared and disseminated
rapidly, and at such speed, consumers may not spend much time engaging with the shared
information. Therefore, in addition to article credibility, I measure people’s perceptions of an
article’s “truthiness,” which is a concept that originated from Stephen Colbert, former host of
The Colbert Report. “Truthiness” is defined as “truth that comes from the gut, not books”
(Schlossberg, 2014) and is a measure of one’s immediate gut reaction to whether something is
believable (Newman, Garry, Bernstein, Kantner, & Lindsay, 2012).

In my research project, I first manipulate the presence of satire and posit that satire
generally leads people to perceive less credibility in a news article. Formally, I pose the
following hypotheses:
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H1a: Respondents exposed to a satirical article, relative to those who view a non-satirical
news, will perceive the news article as less credible.

H1b: Respondents exposed to a satirical article, relative to those who view a non-satirical
news, will perceive less “truthiness” in the news article.

In addition to manipulating satire, I manipulate the credibility of names of scientists
identified in the article. Previous research has found that individuals whose names include a
middle initial are perceived as more intelligent (van Tilburg & Igou, 2014). Other work
demonstrates that more pronounceable names are associated with increased believability of
attached claims (Newman et al., 2014). This leads me to posit the following hypotheses:

H2a: Respondents exposed to a low-authority name, relative to those who view a high-
authority name, will perceive the news article as less credible.

H2b: Respondents exposed to a low-authority name, relative to those who view a high-
authority name, will perceive less “truthiness” in the article.

Method
Study design

This study was conducted through an online experiment-embedded survey using a 2
(satire) % 2 (low-authority name/high-authority name) between-subjects experimental design.
My convenience sample was comprised of undergraduate students in communication courses at
the University of Utah and the University of Georgia. Respondents were randomly assigned to
one of four versions of the article, followed by post-test questions to measure my dependent
variables. The satirical versions of the article included hyperbole and humorous metaphors
where the non-satirical versions simply stated facts of the scenario. The high-authority name
used was “Morgan L. Wagner,” while the low-authority name that replaced it was “Sascha
Kalbfleischatiser.”

Dependent variables

Overall article credibility was measured using Meyer’s (1988) five factors, which were
each presented on a 7-point semantic differential scale. These five factors are fair/unfair,
biased/unbiased, tells entire story/doesn’t tell entire story, accurate/inaccurate, and
trustworthy/untrustworthy.

I used a single item derived from Newman (2012) to measure truthiness. Immediately
after viewing the stimulus, respondents were asked to rate how truthful they found the article on
a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “completely false,” 7 = “completely true”’). Respondents were shown
a 15-second timer as they responded to this question.

The five factors of article credibility were strongly correlated (Cronbach’s o =.773)
while a #-test revealed the successful implementation of the satire condition (-2.649, p = .009).

Independent variables

Because satirical coverage is shown to influence audience perceptions of various
institutions (Becker, 2011, 2014), I measured overall attitudes towards general scientists using
validated measures from the General Social Survey on a 7-point Likert scale which ranged from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Perceptions of the individual scientists named in the
article were also measured using validated measures from Rubin et al. (2009). Three factors of
credibility (trustworthiness, competence, and goodwill) were measured using semantic
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differential scales. Demographic information, including respondent religiosity and political
ideology, was also measured to examine potential influence on the dependent variables.
Attitudes towards scientists were separated into two factors: perceived scientists’ credibility
(Cronbach’s o =.771) and perceived scientists’ sociability (Cronbach’s o =.736).

Data analysis
All data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics. I used ordinary least squares
(OLS) multiple regression to predict article credibility and “truthiness.” Independent variables
were introduced to the model in blocks in order of theorized causality. The blocks were ordered
as follows:
(1) Experimental stimulus (satire manipulation, name manipulation)
(2) Demographic variables (age, race, sex, year in college)
(3) Individual characteristics (religiosity, political ideology, perception of scientists’
credibility, perception of scientists’ sociability)

Results and Discussion

My first hypothesis (H1a) proposed that respondents exposed to the satirical news article
would perceive it as less credible relative to those exposed to the non-satirical article. I found no
support for Hla (B =-.064, SE = .164, p = .699; Table 1). However, I found evidence supporting
Hl1b (B =-.493, SE = .240, p = .043; Table 2) such that respondents who viewed the satirical
article perceived less truthiness in the article relative to their counterparts who viewed the non-
satirical article.

My second set of hypotheses (H2a and H2b) suggested that exposure to low-authority
names would correspond with respondents perceiving the article as more credible and more
truthiness, respectively. I found no support for H2a (B =.053, SE = .158, p =.739) or H2b (B = -
149, SE = 232, p = .523).

There are several potential explanations for the lack of support for Hla, H2a, and H2b.
First, the lack of significant findings could be due to my convenience sample, i.e., one that is not
representative of the adult population of the United States. A representative sample may well
yield different results. Second, the credibility manipulation using the scientists’ names was
relatively weak. Only the name of a single scientist in the article was manipulated and there
were only 5 instances of the scientist’s name in the stimulus. Third, respondents were only
exposed to the stimulus article a single time. Additional exposures would likely have increased
the strength of the experimental manipulation. Future research should use these insights to
improve studies in this area.

Though the manipulation of names is an intriguing direction for future studies on satire,
other factors may yield more promising results. Factors that have been found to influence
readers’ perceptions of online articles include the length of the article, inclusion of technical
jargon, inclusion of photographs, and the method used to access the article (for examples, see
Hargittai, Fullerton, Menchen-Trevino, & Thomas, 2010; Hermida, Fletcher, Korell, & Logan,
2012; Sundar, 2008; Thompson, Brown, & Furgason, 1981). These, among others, warrant
further investigation as they relate to satire and other forms of fake news.
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Tables and Figures

Table 1. Unstandardized regression coefficients, standard errors, and p-values from ordinary
least squares regression model predicting perceived article credibility (N = 122).

Zero-order Sig. B (SE) Sig.
Block 1: Experimental manipulations
Satire (Satirical vs. non-satirical) -.024 .395 -.064 (.164) .699
Name (Credible vs. non-credible) .001 497 .053 (.158) 739
Incremental R* (%) — — .01 .964
Block 2: Demographics
Age .038 341 -.101 (.076) .188
Sex -.259 .002 -496 (.171) .004
Race (White = 1) .017 425 -.022 (.228) 922
Year in college .098 .140 172 ((116) 141
Incremental R* (%) — — 8.1 .044
Block 3: Individual characteristics
Religiosity -.265 .002 -.104 (.045) .022
Political ideology (conservative = high) -.120 .093 -.038 (.063) .549
Perceived credibility of scientists -.068 228 -.076 (.088) .390
Perceived sociability of scientists -.279 .001 -267(.074) <.001
Incremental R* (%) — — 15.8 <.001

Total R? (%) — — 23.9
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Table 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients, standard errors, and p-values from ordinary
least squares regression model predicting perceived article truthiness (N = 122).

Zero-order Sig. B (SE) Sig.
Block 1: Experimental manipulations
Satire (Satirical vs. Non-satirical) -.155 .044 -.493 (.240) .043
Name (Credible vs. Non-credible) -.100 137 -.149 (.232) .523
Incremental R* (%) — — 3.0 162
Block 2: Demographics
Age 071 219 027 (.112) 811
Sex -.149 051 -.460 (.250) .069
Race (White vs. Non-White) -.107 120 -.200 (.334) 551
Year in college .001 .495 -.105 (.170) .539
Incremental R* (%) — — 4.2 275
Block 3: Individual characteristics
Religiosity -.116 101 -.038 (.066) .569
Political ideology (conservative = high) -.143 .058 -.146 (.093) 119
Perceived credibility of scientists -.092 156 -.097 (.129) 455
Perceived sociability of scientists -.245 .003 -.287 (.108) .009
Incremental R* (%) — — 9.2 019
Total R? (%) — — 16.5




