
APPROACH 1

The type and quality of media that Americans are reading and viewing today is rapidly 

changing. An increasing number of  Americans have been receiving their news online. 

While this has resulted in sources becoming more accessible to the public, it has also 

caused an exponential increase in the amount of fake news that Americans read. 'Fake 

news' often has a strong political motive and forces people to deviate further from 

connecting with the opposing side. We propose implementing some form of guidelines and 

minor repercussions for media sources to follow before publishing. 

APPROACH 2

T R U M P E D  U P  M E D I A :  
P O L A R I Z A T I O N  I N  T H E  P R E S S

Our media today is an enormous industry with many players competing for ratings. 

Competition, by nature, forces media outlets to be quicker in releasing headlines and calls 

for more sensational headlines. Unfortunately, in the news industry, higher ratings equate 

to success, while accuracy, tracking sources, and citing information are sidelined. For 

America to heal from this current polarized political discourse, the media needs to shelve 

competition among networks, ask the questions that matter, accurately track sources, 

and cite information. 

Our third approach addresses the personal responsibility individuals possess to 

reduce political polarization. Individuals filter their news consumption according 

to source and platform and if done properly, this act of choice has the potential to 

reduce polarization and foster understanding. While current trends indicate that 

Americans are now more than ever before placing themselves in ideological echo 

chambers in regards to news media consumption, there is still potential for 

change. 
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In the recent election, the nation faced unprecedented polarization. With both 

parties providing unpopular candidates, slight fragmentation was expected. 

However, the portrayal of the election by the media spread biased information, 

leading many to make uniformed decisions about the candidates. With 

conservatives watching stations such as Fox and liberals watching CNN, their 

opinions grew even more divisive. By choosing which news stations to watch, 

people are able to filter the information they receive and shut out information they 

do not agree with, therefore developing confirmation biases. Because of all the 

many news stations that exist, whether reliable or not, people can find evidence for 

their beliefs even if their understanding may not be completely true. So it may take 

some time to increase non-biased supports of true news, but if media does not 

encourage the behavior, people can perfectly adapt.  

INTRODUCT ION

Over the past two decades, both Democrats and Republicans have become increasingly 
polarized, with 92% of Republicans to the right of the median Democrat, and 94% of 
Democrats to the left of the median Republican (“Suh” Par. 2). 

                                   Source: Pew Research Center 



Currently, the condition of media in America is becoming increasingly stratified. 

There are significant issues regarding biased media and the consumption of these 

news outlets by the public, which is clear through 'fake news' spreading via social 

media networks such as Facebook and Twitter. Public opinion demonstrates serious 

concern surrounding the advent of fake news. 64% of Americans say they believe 

that fake news has led to “a great deal of confusion” about the basic facts of current 

events. Moreover, only 39% of Americans are confident in their ability to 

recognize fake news, yet 71% of adults report encountering fabricated stories 

online (Barthel). 

INTRODUCT ION

Research shows that the majority of Americans are concerned about the 
growing presence of sensationalist and fake news (“Barthel” Par.1). 

                                   Source: Pew Research Center 



Because of this, media companies will gauge their audience and pander to them in 

order to increase their viewers or subscribers. Given our current political climate, it is 

also incredibly popular for media to use fear tactics in their news stories. People are 

being fed information that is meant to scare them and lead them to support different 

candidates and policies, and the media is feeding into this process. Clearly, the issue 

of polarization in the media reaches much further than just our most recent 

presidential election. As the media continues to polarize and false news continues to 

circulate, it is clear that both can lead to extreme division and even dangerous 

consequences. Comet Ping Pong, a family pizzeria in Washington D.C., felt the impact 

of divisive rhetoric in December, when a man fired a rifle inside the restaurant. The 

man claimed to be investigating a child sex trafficking organization, funded by 

powerful Democrats, inside the establishment, and was influenced by a disproven 

conspiracy that had been circulating on fake news sites for weeks (Domonoske). 

INTRODUCT ION

There is also the issue of what news is actually delivered to the general public. With 

competition between different news sources and the desire to make a profit, 

companies are picking and choosing which stories to broadcast, even if they are not 

the stories the public really needs to know. If a story is unpopular, the news sources 

do not make a profit.  

Comet Ping Pong, a family restaurant in Washington DC, recently felt the dire consequences of fake news 
when a man fired a rifle inside the establishment (“Domonoske" Par. 1). 

                                   Source: National Public Radio 



It is simple to state that media should become impartial, however, this is not as 

easy to do. For instance, media companies do not have great incentive to change. 

Scandal, polarization, and fear are key selling features; without these, news stations 

may lose business to their biased competitors, who gain the attention of the 

masses. Their profit margins may be of greater importance to them than the 

concept of ethical reporting. 

INTRODUCT ION

In this deliberation, we will be further discussing the issues surrounding polarization in 

the media and what can be done from here.  We will be going more in depth about the 

topics of competition in the media, the structures of media ethics, and the civic 

responsibility of making informed decisions from reliable sources. 

The media industry has been growing in both profits and viewers. While this may 

seem like a beneficial phenomenon, citizens are being exposed to many negative 

effects of the media’s increasing hold on society. Competition is growing among the 

media sources in the quest to obtain the most viewers. With the increased 

competition, media outlets are releasing articles quicker so that they can be the first 

new source to announce the news. However, this increased article release time is 

also leading to more sensational headlines. As a result, higher ratings are often 

equating to inaccurate headlines. 

With the increasing number of inaccurate headlines in recent months, there

are now discussions being held about the media industry and its ethics. News 

Outlets have recently been highlighting certain news stories because they will 

gain viewers for the company and ignoring other news stories because they 

are not as interesting. Many people argue that all of the news should be 

reported by the media industry and not just select stories that the news station 

deems acceptable. For example, CNN saw a significant increase in viewers 

when there focus was on the Malaysian Airlines plane crash compared to their 

normal news reports. As a result, CNN focused their stories in 2013 on the 

plane crash while ignoring or placing aside other news reports. Many of these 

discussions came during the 2016 election process, because that was when 

issues within media were highlighted the most. 
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                                   Source: Nielson Ratings 
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The effects of competition in the media industry have also affected recent 

political debates. The challenging questions of past debates are now being 

replaced by a much more relaxed questioning style, that focuses on 

entertainment rather than democracy. This type of debating has evolved

because television networks are fighting for the chance to secure the political 

debates for the 2020 election, which creates financial interest for the news 

stations. The ratings were such an important component in the recent election 

that the early republican debates consisted of a small debate of the lesser 

known candidates and then the main debate which consisted of the popular 

candidates (Jordan).     
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The other issue with competition between media networks is the increasing amount 

of distrust that citizens are experiencing for these various networks. The media is 

the means by which most Americans receive their information on what is occurring 

both nationally and internationally. Media outlets such as Buzzfeed, The Rush 

Limbaugh Show, and the Glenn Beck Program were distrusted by all ideologies 

when they were surveyed. Many others were distrusted by one political party but 

trusted by the other political party. On the other end of the spectrum, BBC and the 

Economist were trusted by all ideologies (Fingerhut). 
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                     Source: Pew Research Center 



However, the increasing competition in media is also causing the amount of media 

personnel to steadily decline since 2001. This trend has been occurring in the 

information, publishing, and telecommunication sectors of the media industry. 

However, most of the employees that have remained are in the newspaper 

publishing industry. States in which the most media industry employees are found 

include, Washington, Washington D.C, Colorado, New York, and California (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics). The issue with maintaining the same selection of 

employees instead of hiring new personnel is that viewers become accustomed to 

the news anchors and begin to trust everything that they say because they have 

been on the particular news station for so many years. The news networks have 

been using this as an advantage to broadcast inaccurate news stories in a way that 

is not going to be questioned by viewers. 

APPROACH 1

Source: U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics 



Finally, the last aspect for this approach that needs to be considered within the 

media industry is the amount that the industry is worth altogether. As the worth of 

the media industry increases, the amount of competition between networks also 

increases. In 2016, the total net worth of the media industry was estimated to be 

worth 1.81 trillion dollars. By 2020, the total worth is projected to be 2.14 trillion 

dollars (Statistica). As the amount of viewers steadily increases, the worth of the 

industry will also increase. 

APPROACH 1

Source: Statistica 
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The media source, the type of information 

dispersed, and the speed at which news comes 

out is a main contributor to the ever widening 

gap between political groups in America today. 

A media source no longer means just a 

newspaper company or television 

network, such as The New York Times or CNN. 

Rather, it is beginning to encompass any source 

that disperses information regarding politics, 

social issues, or the public’s opinion on issues. 

For example, social media sites, which were 

originally created for the purpose of online 

communication, are now considered major 

sources of news for the average American. In 

fact, approximately 62% of the American 

population accesses at least a portion of their 

news on a social media site (Lichterman).  
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Source: Pew Research Center's 
Journalism Project 

Source: Library at Pace University 



While this broader range of what qualifies as a media source has translated to 

more awareness about breaking news and crises, it has also led to more 

disorganization in the structure of media and an increase in the rate at which 

inaccurate information spreads. Sources that have little valid information and are 

written by the average citizen are becoming just as highly regarded by readers or 

listeners as long-standing reputable establishments. Often adding to this issue is 

the rate at which stories are published.  Instead of reading stories that were well 

written and released a few hours after a colossal event, we are now expecting to 

read about breaking news as fast as possible, even when not all facts are known. 

This too often leads to unnecessary mass panic and tension. 

APPROACH 2

A relevant example of this frenzy to release media can be observed in the Penn 

State community itself. Many can remember the debacle that surfaced when the 

news source, Onward State, presumptuously reported that Joe Paterno died before 

he had actually passed away. Due to Onward State’s mistake, more nationally 

viewed news outlets, such as CBSSports.com, Huffington Post, and People, also 

prematurely reported the football coach’s death. These reports caused panic 

among the Penn State community and even nationwide, since the event occurred 

in the midst of the ongoing investigation into the Sandusky scandal. In this 

situation in particular, the Onward State managing editor, Devon Edwards, took full 

responsibility for the mistake and resigned immediately. He commented on the 

sense of urgency that newsrooms feel saying, “In this day and age, getting it first 

often conflicts with getting it right, but our intention was never to fall into that 

chasm.”

Source: IMediaEthics



In addition to causing the American public to believe in facts that aren’t true, false 

media has contributed to the great chasm in political ideologies. Every conflicting 

view is unique and may arise for different reasons, but often times, the source 

that released the incorrect information has a strong political motive behind their 

actions (Puddephatt). The information is often manipulated to prove a side’s 

point or create greater anger towards the opposing side, and some argue that 

fake news has played a major role in deciding elections and reputations of 

candidates. If we are committed to making the two political sides in America work 

towards unity rather than separation, it is important to address the problems 

associated with the main source of that political polarization, the media.  

APPROACH 2

With the tumultuous election this past year, political polarization in the media has 

 never been greater. It is fueled by the fact that there is currently no collective 

reasoning on how to report or give information in the world of media and 

journalism (Puddephatt). However, that also means that a great deal of false 

information is circulating, and unfortunately, that has led to some serious side 

effects. Unfortunately, ridiculous media such as this existed even before the 2016 

election. In 2010, when the election for a new senator to replace the late Ted 

Kennedy was occurring, a Republican organization in Iowa spread malicious, fake 

information on twitter about the Democratic candidate, Martha Coakley. 

Researchers now  believe this created a shift in many of the voters’ minds. When 

looking at articles with inaccurate information  after political events, the article 

seem obviously false to most readers. However, constantly seeing false news is still 

leaving a negative impact. With a steady increase in the amount of fake media 

becoming accessible to the everyday reader, psychologists voice their concern 

about how much of that information is beginning to stick in the minds of Americans. 

Psychologist Dannagal Young from the University of Delaware stated, “When you 

have exposure to fake news or satire or any content at all, as soon as these 

constructs have been accessed and brought into working memory, they are there. 

You cannot un-think them” (Akpan).



APPROACH 2

Evidently, false news is an issue, but what are major social media sites, often the 

prime hotspot for the spreading of incorrect information, doing about this? 

Facebook has faced the harshest criticism, being one of the most widely used 

social media outlets. Founder Mark Zuckerberg has released a wide range of 

statements on the issue, ranging from defensiveness to a willingness to change. 

At first, he claimed Facebook was merely a tech company not a media company, 

but after reports came about the amount of false media on Facebook during the 

2016 election, he began to take a more aggressive stance against it. Zuckerberg 

wants to make it easier for the average person to flag down false information 

and report it to Facebook. Software developers at the company are also working 

on changing their algorithms so that they can prevent false media from even 

being displayed. Zuckerberg's initiatives are ideas that we believe should be 

introduced across more social media sites. While small and potentially ineffective 

at first, these initiatives could bring more awareness about false news without 

impinging on the First Amendment (Fresh Air). 

Source: Phys.org - News and Articles on Science and Technology



Given that a large portion of the false news comes from sites like Facebook, we 

should also consider whether a social media site is a credible news source, and if 

articles and news sources should be combined with social media. Even though 

we feel that social media should not be considered a credible source and 

attempts should be taken to prevent the rapid spread of fake news, especially on 

social media, we also feel that we cannot prevent social media sites from posting 

more politically-minded sites. Preventing all political discussion would be a clear 

violation of the First Amendment. We propose that similar to Mark Zuckerberg's 

initiatives, a much stronger stance against fake news on social media be taken 

but not action against political news in general.  These new controls must be 

implemented if the people truly want to reduce the amount of fake news that 

they read.  

APPROACH 2

While we can discuss  halting the spread of false news, we must also consider the 

importance of defining what a fake news source even is. Many fear that 

removing all fake media could lead to any news source with a political bias being 

taken away. In fact, the Daily Sentinel in Colorado is suing Republican senator, 

Ray Scott, after he accused the newspaper of releasing fake news about him. The 

reporters argue that they did not release fake news but rather news with a 

political bias, and therefore, they feel he had no right to claim they were an 

illegitimate source. This court case could encourage a more formal definition of 

what fake news is as well as more clearly drawing the line between a political 

news source and fake news.  

Overall, we do believe that a media source should be allowed to have a bias. With 

that being said though, even if the source does have a political motive, the source 

should still be accountable for the claims that it makes and should be subject to 

repercussions if it releases inaccurate statements, as would any other media 

source. The repercussions could include having to take down the article or 

releasing a statement that clearly outlines what information was not true. In 

extreme cases, perhaps more severe consequences can be used if necessary 

(Birkeland).  
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In addition to defining what a news source is, we propose the idea of better shaping 

what qualifies as a valid media source, and introducing stricter repercussions for 

media sites that do release inaccurate information. We must face the reality that we 

currently live in a world where converged media is the new practice to follow for 

professional journalists and citizen journalists alike. The hope is that effective media 

can and will prevent conflict instead of fostering it, since viewing and picking up facts 

from rumor mills often create unnecessary chaos and panic within communities. 

While introducing restrictions of media could create a violation against a key factor 

of the First Amendment, freedom of press, we do believe that moderate guidelines

for media could be implemented that would reduce the issue of false media sources 

and information while also protecting freedom of press. Mixed media may be the 

path to follow when it comes to social media outlets, as it is becoming the norm 

because the economics of professional journalism are increasingly failing to make 

sense.  

Source: Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech



Integrated ethics with layered journalism-a method that includes professionals 

and citizens in a newsroom together-may also be becoming the norm. Separation 

between traditional and online news is quite palpable as of now, rooting in the 

two methods’ different fundamental values, such as time length. Understanding 

this aspect, as well as making the guidelines cohesive and comprehensive, is 

crucial to successful and accurate media facilitation, so companies would need to 

apply to both professionals and bloggers at home (Ward).   

As media rapidly changes, so does the quality of media that is being presented. 

Unfortunately, it sometimes seems as though inaccurate media is more prevalent 

than the facts. While this issue is hard to control without impinging on anyone’s 

rights, we feel action against false media must be taken, for it has already had 

quite a few negative effects on the political polarization in this country. We hope 

that with small initiatives and a willingness from social media sites to change their 

system, Americans will once again begin to trust the news they are reading. 

APPROACH 2

Approach 3

“And you’ve got a fractured media. Some folks watch FOX News; some folks read the Huffington 

Post.  And very often, what’s profitable is the most sensational conflict and the most incendiary 

sound bites.  And we can choose our own facts.  We don’t have a common basis for what’s true and 

what’s not.  I mean, if I listened to some of these conservative pundits, I wouldn’t vote for me either. 

I sound like a scary guy.” - President Obama addressing the Illinois State Senate 

Americans increasingly attribute partisan identities to news sources and filter 

content consumption based on perceived ideological likeness. This fragmentation 

of the media environment restricts the diversity of information available to voters,

increases party level ideological homogeneity, helps perpetuates support for 

falsehoods, and above all polarizes individual attitudes (Messing and Westwood, 6). 

In fact, in a study of media habits, Pew Research Center found that conservatives 

are tightly clustered around a single news outlet, with 47% citing Fox News as their 

source for all political news. 
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Approach 3

Conservatives are also more 

likely to have their views 

reciprocated in their Facebook 

newsfeed and are more likely 

to have friends that share 

their own opinions, with 66% 

citing that that most of their 

close friends share their views. 

This same study found that 

liberals are also prone to living 

within ideological silos. The 

data concluded that liberals 

rely on a greater range of 

news outlets, trusting NPR, 

BBC, and PBS the most, but 

are more likely than other

ideological groups to block or 

“defriend” someone on a 

social network because of 

contradictory politics. 

Source: Pew Research Center
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Approach 3

Sharing services on social media platforms have the potential to both exacerbate and 

assuage this issue of partisan news consumption and subsequent polarization. Users 

of social media aggregation websites like Reddit or Tumblr can see a list of stories 

sorted by recommendations, which are likely to align with their ideological

preferences. Similarly, users of social networking sites are presented with stories as 

status updates from their contacts and depending on the political homogeneity of 

their contacts, individuals may be once again susceptible to selective news exposure. 

The sharing feature, however, also diversifies the content individuals view. Rather 

than receiving all information from FOX News or CNN with their respective ideological 

biases, individuals in the age of social media can easily access stories from a variety of 

sources.  

Source: Pew Research Center
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Approach 3

A Facebook news feed or a Reddit popular page contain stories from dozens of 

sources with varying ideological positions. It is arguably harder to isolate ourselves 

entirely, as stories from both the left and the right gain prominence using the 

aggregation logarithms on social media sites. While one person may be more 

liberal, their relatives on Facebook may not be, and thus when either of them 

shares a story they are diversifying each other’s news consumption. Moreover, this 

news diversification holds the potential to limit the perpetuation of falsehoods 

intentionally reinforced by a single news source.  

However, to extract the positives of sharing services and other elements of modern 

media, there is an element of personal responsibility. While there is potential for 

less polarization and greater understanding, limits on exposure to ideologically 

conflicting information raises questions concerning citizen’s ability to participate in 

educated discourse. Partitioned media consumers are unaccustomed to digesting 

information supporting the opposing side and this needs to change if people are to 

find common ground (Messing and Westwood, 6). To reverse this growing trend, 

individuals hold the personal responsibility to consume news media from all 

ideological standpoints on the political spectrum. Voters should glean information 

from a variety of sources including but not limited to long form articles, television 

programming, editorials, opinion pages, podcasts, and social media platforms. 

Moreover, they should process the media with a critical lens. Media texts contain 

values and points of view and thus the reader must be aware of those values 

(Worsnop, 7).  

Source: Made by author
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Approach 3

All of these questions and more can help the reader rationalize the piece. In the 

absence of critical thinking, the reader may fall prey to biases and polarizing 

emotions. This mental dissection of the media can help readers find common 

ground with the other side. The other side may simply hold different values and by 

identifying those values, one can achieve a deeper understanding of other 

people’s beliefs. Pew Research Center identified some of those conflicting values 

in a study conducted on the personal preferences of liberals and conservatives. 

The study found that 76% of  consistent liberals believe that living in an ethnically 

diverse community is important to them, while only 20% of consistent 

conservatives believed so. At the same time, a majority of consistent conservatives 

(57%) believe living in a place where people share the same faith as them is 

important, compared to only 17% of consistent liberals. These divergences in 

beliefs stem from different values and thus it is vital that individuals understand 

the underlying basis of the opposing side’s beliefs. There is a reason why 

conservatives value religion and that should be respected. Similarly, there is a 

reason why liberals believe in diversity and that too should be respected. In short, 

by listening and understanding the opposite side, it is possible to avoid feelings of 

the extreme. 

Source: Pew Research Center
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Approach 3

Individuals also hold the personal responsibility to recognize what is based in fact 

and what is based in falsehood. In the age of rapid-paced communication and 

profit based media sensationalism, it is of the utmost importance that citizens 

evaluate the validity of their news consumption. It is tempting to share a Facebook 

post or retweet a tweet brandishing a news headline that ignites extreme emotion, 

but one should think carefully before doing so. First, read the entire article. 

Second, check the sources used. Are the references reliable? If it is a journal piece, 

is it peer reviewed? Last, determine whether the post aligns with your beliefs.  

There is absolutely nothing wrong with holding strong opinions, but it is vital that 

those opinions are substantiated by facts. In fact, spreading a well written or 

enlightening article or news clip could help inform others.

Source: Made by author

Media is a “carefully wrapped package” as there are very specific purposes, 

messages, ideologies, and pictures the writer and conglomerates are trying to 

convey (Worsnop, 6). A multitude of variables go into formulating these messages 

and if we lack the ability to evaluate these elements, then we risk being controlled 

by the media. We should not take what we read as the full truth, as it is only a 

fragment of the entire picture.
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Approach 3

Properly understanding content is not only essential to combatting polarization, but 

it is also necessary to foster greater civic participation. Americans are increasingly 

seeing the political climate as poisonous and so divisive that they would rather shy 

away from participation. These depoliticized individuals are not misguided as Pew 

Research Center found in 2014 study that 72% of consistent conservatives held a 

negative view of the Democratic Party and 53% of consistent liberals held an 

unfavorable impression of the Republican Party, which is more than double where 

both of these figures stood in 1994. 

We need to foster a more understanding environment and the first step is by taking 

the personal responsibility to reach across the aisle and read stories from the 

opposite side and engage with people from the opposite side. Above all, we must 

take the responsibility to be critical of the media and not succumb to sensationalism 

and polarization. 

Source: Pew Research Center
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