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About Pew Research Center  

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 

and trends shaping the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center conducts public 

opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social science 

research. It studies U.S. politics and policy; journalism and media; internet, science and 

technology; religion and public life; Hispanic trends; global attitudes and trends; and U.S. social 

and demographic trends. All of the Center’s reports are available at www.pewresearch.org. Pew 

Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder.  

© Pew Research Center 2020 

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/


2 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

How we did this 

Pew Research Center’s American News Pathways project conducted this study to understand how 

Americans are engaging with and perceiving news coverage of the 2020 presidential election.  

For this analysis, we surveyed 9,220 U.S. adults between August 31-September 7, 2020. Everyone 

who completed the survey is a member of Pew Research Center’s American Trends Panel (ATP), 

an online survey panel that is recruited through national, random sampling of residential 

addresses. This way nearly all U.S. adults have a chance of selection. The survey is weighted to be 

representative of the U.S. adult population by gender, race, ethnicity, partisan affiliation, 

education and other categories. Read more about the ATP’s methodology. 

See here to read more about the questions used for this report and the report’s methodology. 

Visit our interactive data tool to access the questions included in this report, as well as content 

about the coronavirus outbreak and the 2020 presidential election. 

 

 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/american-news-pathways/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-survey-research/american-trends-panel/
https://www.journalism.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2020/09/PP_2020.09.16_Election-News-Knowledge-Misinformation_TOPLINE.pdf
https://www.journalism.org/2020/03/11/election-news-pathways-methodology/
https://www.pewresearch.org/pathways-2020/CAMPNII/total_us_adults/us_adults
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As the nation heads toward 

Election Day in the midst of a 

persistent pandemic and 

simmering social unrest, a new 

Pew Research Center survey 

finds that Americans’ deep 

partisan divide, dueling 

information ecosystems, and 

divergent responses to 

conspiracy theories and 

misinformation are all fueling 

uncertainty and conflict 

surrounding the presidential 

election. 

While Americans across the 

political spectrum have been 

getting information about key 

election-related storylines, 

their knowledge and opinions 

about these issues – as well as 

the candidates themselves – 

differ strikingly based on their 

Republicans about four times as likely as Democrats 

to say voter fraud has been a major issue with mail-in 

ballots  

% of U.S. adults who say voter fraud has been a ___ when it comes to voting 

by mail in U.S. presidential elections 

 
Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details.  

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19/
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party affiliation and key news sources, according to the new survey, conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 

2020, as part of the Center’s American News Pathways project. 

One central issue creating confusion in this campaign is the reliability of voting by mail, which 

figures to be more widespread than ever this year as people try to avoid crowded polling places 

during the coronavirus outbreak. President Donald Trump has repeatedly promoted the 

unsupported idea that mail-in voting will lead to significant fraud and has put the U.S. Postal 

Service in the campaign spotlight. 

While evidence indicates that mail-in voting is associated with only minuscule levels of fraud, 43% 

of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents identify voter fraud as a “major problem” 

associated with mail-in ballots. By contrast, only 11% of Democrats and Democratic-leaning 

independents say the same thing. 

Moreover, Republicans’ views vary dramatically depending on the news sources they use. The 

survey asked respondents whether eight news providers are major sources of political and election 

news for them. Researchers then grouped these responses based on the political composition of 

the outlets’ audiences. For example, Republicans were analyzed based on the degree to which they 

get political news from the outlets with conservative-leaning audiences, and Democrats were 

categorized based on the degree to which they get news from the outlets with liberal-leaning 

audiences. (See the box below for details on the study design.) 

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/american-news-pathways/
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/trump-accuses-democrats-trying-to-steal-election
https://apnews.com/14a2ceda724623604cc8d8e5ab9890ed
https://apnews.com/14a2ceda724623604cc8d8e5ab9890ed
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
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Partisans’ major news sources [ACCORDION] 

The categories in this analysis come from research on the major sources Republicans and Democrats use for 

political and election news. 

Respondents indicated whether they use eight prominent news sources as a major source, a minor source or not a 

source for political and election news. The sources are Fox News cable channel, CNN, MSNBC, national network TV 

(ABC, CBS or NBC asked together), NPR, The New York Times, The Washington Post, and talk radio (examples of 

Sean Hannity or Rush Limbaugh were given). 

Respondents’ major news sources are grouped according to the political composition of their audiences – defined 

here as the respondents who say it is a major source for political and election news. A source is considered to have 

a left-leaning audience if the portion of those who say it is a major source who are liberal Democrats (including 

leaners) is at least two-thirds greater than the portion who identify as conservative Republicans (including leaners); 

if the reverse is true, the source is classified as having a right-leaning audience, and if neither is true, the source is 

classified as having a more mixed audience.  

Using this method, two of the eight news sources analyzed have audiences who lean to the right politically (Fox 

News and talk radio); five have audiences who lean left (CNN, MSNBC, NPR, The New York Times and The 

Washington Post); and one group has a mixed audience (national network TV, such as ABC, CBS and NBC). 

(Previous research has found that Republicans and Republican-leaning independents generally use fewer news 

sources than Democrats and Democratic leaners.) 

Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents (Dem/Lean Dem) and Republicans and Republican leaners 

(Rep/Lean Rep) are each divided into four groups based on which news sources they turned to as major sources 

for political and election news. The classifications within each party also include a group for those who do not use 

any of the eight sources asked about. The portion of partisans in each group is as follows:  

Classification of news sources  

% of Rep/Lean Rep who use ___ as a major 
source for political news  

Only Fox News and/or talk radio 29% 

Fox News and/or talk radio and other sources 10 

No Fox News/talk radio; only other sources 20 

None of the sources asked about 42 

  % of Dem/Lean Dem who use ___ as a major 
source for political news  

Only CNN, MSNBC, NPR,  
NY Times and/or Wash. Post 32 

CNN, MSNBC, NPR, NY Times, Wash. Post 
and other sources 28 

No CNN, MSNBC, NPR, NY Times, Wash. Post; 
only other sources 14 

None of the sources asked about 26 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

 

https://www.journalism.org/2020/01/24/u-s-media-polarization-and-the-2020-election-a-nation-divided/
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About six-in-ten (61%) of the Republicans whose only major sources of election news (among the 

eight asked about) are those with right-leaning audiences – talk radio and/or Fox News – say 

mail-in voter fraud is a major problem. But that figure falls to 23% among Republicans whose 

major news sources do not include talk radio or Fox News.  

Among Democrats, meanwhile, those who get election news only from one or more of the five 

major sources with left-leaning audiences (MSNBC, CNN, NPR, The New York Times and The 

Washington Post) are about twice as likely as those whose major sources do not include any of 

these outlets to say that mail-in voter fraud is “not a problem at all” (67% vs. 35%). 

Other factors beyond media diet may impact people’s views of election-related issues, including 

the potential for fraud in mail-in voting. And someone’s media diet can be selected to fit their 

existing political views or be a significant factor in shaping those political views. Still, the data 

shows a clear connection between news diet within party and views on this issue. 

Another factor associated with 

perceptions among Republica

 ns is whether the 

Trump campaign itself is a 

major source of political and 

election news for them. Of 

those who say it is, 61% see 

mail-in fraud as a major 

problem. But among 

Republicans who do not use 

the Trump campaign as a 

major source of news, far fewer 

(36%) say the same.  

There is little to no difference 

among Democrats based on 

whether or not they turn to Joe 

Biden and his presidential 

campaign as a major news 

source. 

Republicans who say Trump campaign is a major 

political news source much more likely to see voter 

fraud as a problem with mail-in voting 

% who say voter fraud has been a ___ when it comes to voting by mail in 

U.S. presidential elections 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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During this campaign, public attention to the 

once-obscure QAnon – a collection of 

connected conspiracy theories that has been 

declared a domestic terror threat by the FBI – 

has grown, with a few “Q” proponents running 

for Congress and Trump expressing support for 

at least one of them. The percentage of 

Americans who say they have heard “a lot” or “a 

little” about QAnon has roughly doubled from 

23% in March to 47% in the new survey.1 

Democrats are somewhat more likely to have 

heard at least a little about these theories than 

Republicans (55% versus 39%, respectively). 

  

 
1 The same American Trends Panel members were sampled for the March survey and the current survey. This raises the possibility that some 

of the increase in QAnon awareness is attributable to re-asking the same people. Several studies have found significant effects from this 

measurement issue (known as panel conditioning) on knowledge questions. While this study provides strong support for a real increase in 

Americans’ awareness of QAnon, this data offers only a rough approximation for the exact size of that increase due to this limitation. Studies 

have found little to no conditioning effects on survey questions unrelated to knowledge about particular topics.   

Roughly half of U.S. adults have heard of 

the conspiracy theories called QAnon 

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard or read ___ 

about QAnon 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

A lot

9%

A little

38%

Nothing at 

all

53%

47% say they have 

heard a lot/a little 

about QAnon 

https://www.hsdl.org/c/conspiracy-theory-trends-qanon/
https://www.hsdl.org/c/conspiracy-theory-trends-qanon/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/12/politics/qanon-congressional-candidates/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/12/politics/qanon-congressional-candidates/index.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/08/12/trump-georgia-qanon-taylor-greene-394204
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/08/12/trump-georgia-qanon-taylor-greene-394204
https://www.pewresearch.org/pathways-2020/QAHRD/political_party/us_adults
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0049124110390765
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0049124114532445
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In this environment, the QAnon conspiracy theories have become another area of partisan divide. 

An overwhelming majority of Democrats who have heard something about QAnon (90%) say it is 

at least “somewhat bad” for the 

country, including 77% who say 

it is “very bad.” But 41% of 

Republicans who have heard 

something about it say QAnon 

is somewhat or very good for 

the country, modestly fewer 

than the 50% who think it is at 

least somewhat bad.  

Democrats who have heard at 

least a little about QAnon are 

united in the perception that 

Donald Trump seems to 

support people who promote 

the conspiracy theories, with 

81% taking this position. Just 

27% of Republicans agree with 

this statement, and even fewer 

(11%) say Trump opposes 

QAnon promoters; the 

remainder say he neither 

supports nor opposes them 

(27%) or that they aren’t sure 

(34%). 

About four-in-ten Republicans who have heard of the 

QAnon conspiracy theories say QAnon is a good thing 

for the country 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who think 

it’s a ___ thing for the country 

 

… and Republicans express more confusion over 

Trump’s attitude toward the theories’ supporters 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who 

think Donald Trump seems to ___ people who promote the QAnon theories 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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For much of this year, this 

presidential election has been 

conducted against the 

backdrop of two nation-

altering events – a once-in-a-

century pandemic and 

widespread social justice 

protests sparked by the police 

killing of George Floyd. Both 

are potentially decisive issues 

in the presidential campaign. 

(For more on the public’s 

attitudes about the protests, 

click here.) 

Americans’ responses to 

questions connecting the 

candidates to these issues 

reflect profound differences not 

only in perception, but 

sometimes in knowledge and understanding of central facts. 

With Trump having raised the specter of delaying the elections because of the pandemic, a large 

majority of Democrats (82%) correctly say he does not have the legal authority to do so under 

current laws. About half of Republicans (49%) say the same, but the remainder say either that he 

does have the authority (16%) or that they are unsure if he does (35%). 

 

Most Americans know Trump does not have the 

authority to postpone the elections, but Republicans 

are less sure 

Regardless of whether you think it should be done or not, does the president 

have the authority to delay the elections this November because of the 

coronavirus outbreak? 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/protests-and-uprisings/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topics/protests-and-uprisings/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/09/16/americans-have-heard-more-about-clashes-between-police-and-protesters-than-other-recent-news-stories/
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/30/897111969/trump-floats-delaying-the-election-it-would-require-a-change-in-law#:~:text=%22Let%27s%20be%20clear%3A%20Trump%20does%20not%20have%20the,changed%2C%20it%20must%20be%20changed%20by%20Congress.%20https%3A%2F%2Ft.co%2FWzVgBQqdSo
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In light of the social justice protests and some violence that has accompanied them, the Trump 

campaign has accused Biden of wanting to defund the police, a position that has been embraced by 

some activists. Biden has said he does not support defunding the police, but would consider 

redirecting some police funds to services like mental health counseling. 

About half of Democrats (52%) 

say that Biden has not publicly 

voiced his support for 

defunding police, nearly three 

times the percentage of 

Republicans who say the same 

(18%). And Republicans who 

use Fox News and/or talk radio 

as their only major sources of 

political news are far more 

likely than those who rely only 

on other news sources to say 

Biden has come out in support 

of defunding the police (66% 

vs. 27%).  

There also are differences 

among Democrats based on 

their news diets: Those who 

rely only on at least one of the 

five major outlets with left-leaning audiences are more likely than Democrats relying on other 

sources to say that Biden has not publicly supported defunding the police (71% vs. about half or 

fewer). Democrats whose major news sources do not have a left-leaning audience are divided 

between those who say Biden has not voiced his support for defunding the police (43%) and those 

who are unsure (44%). 

  

Large share of Republicans incorrectly believe that 

Joe Biden has publicly voiced support for defunding 

the police 

As far as you know, has Joe Biden publicly voiced his support for defunding 

police departments? 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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https://time.com/5886348/report-peaceful-protests/
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/07/trumps-false-recurring-claim-about-bidens-stance-on-police/
https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/defunding-the-police-will-actually-make-us-safer/
https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/defunding-the-police-will-actually-make-us-safer/
https://apnews.com/afs:Content:9083703494
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-has-called-to-redirect-funding-from-police-but-stopped-short-of-defund-embrace
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-has-called-to-redirect-funding-from-police-but-stopped-short-of-defund-embrace
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The Republican campaign has also at times criticized the Democratic ticket as too far left. In the 

case of Democratic vice presidential nominee Kamala Harris, about half or more in both parties 

correctly identified her as a former California attorney general. But on the question of her 

ideology, as can often be the case, there are huge gaps between the party that nominated her and 

the one running against her. 

While a tiny fraction of Democrats (4%) see Harris as holding “very liberal” views, about half of all 

Republicans (52%) characterize her as very liberal. To Republicans, she appears to be liberal, while 

Democrats see her as more moderate. Among Democrats, 20% say she is “mostly liberal,” 19% say 

she is “slightly liberal” and 22% say she is “moderate.” Additionally, about one-in-ten Democrats 

(11%) say that Harris is a conservative. 

Evaluations of Harris’ ideology also highlight differences within the GOP by media source. Fully 

83% of Republicans who use only talk radio and/or Fox News as major news sources say Harris is 

very liberal. But only about half as many Republicans who use Fox News or talk radio along with a 

mix of other outlets (44%) characterize her that way. And among Republicans who do not use 

either Fox or talk radio as major sources, only about quarter (24%) describe Harris as very liberal. 

Among Democrats, there are minimal differences based on media diet.  

  

Republicans and Democrats worlds apart in their perceptions of Kamala Harris’ 

political ideology  

% of U.S. adults who describe Kamala Harris’ political views as … 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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1. Legitimacy of voting by mail politicized, leaving 

Americans divided 

The months-long coronavirus outbreak has impacted virtually all aspects of American life, 

including the 2020 presidential election – with many states and jurisdictions promoting the 

expanded use of mail-in ballots as a way to vote while avoiding the risks of infection for polling 

center volunteers or for voters standing in long lines and inside voting booths.  

Yet as with so much of the environment in the U.S. today, voting by mail has become politically 

charged. Donald Trump has repeatedly decried voting by mail as an invitation for widespread 

fraud – though experts say there is almost no meaningful fraud associated with mail ballots – and 

Americans’ views on voting by mail now show a large partisan divide.  

Most Americans are very aware of discussions about the impact of increased mail-in ballots on the 

election and of Trump’s public criticism of the U.S. postal system. But people come away with a 

very different sense of the facts surrounding that process – including whether mail-in ballots bring 

voter fraud – depending on their party and media diet.   

  

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/election-polling-locations.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/election-polling-locations.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/elections/2020/08/15/donald-trump-slams-universal-mail-voting-few-states-planning/3333957001/
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/09/08/americans-expectations-about-voting-in-2020-presidential-election-are-colored-by-partisan-differences/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/states-explore-more-vote-by-mail-options-to-cope-with-coronavirus-11585306800
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/24/trump-us-postal-service-coronavirus-bailout-206851
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About two-thirds of U.S. adults 

(64%) say they have heard “a 

lot” about how increased mail-

in voting could affect the 2020 

presidential election. Another 

30% have at least heard a little 

bit about it – leaving only 6% 

who haven’t heard anything at 

all. Most also are aware of 

Donald Trump and his 

administration’s criticism of 

and actions against the U.S. 

Postal Service: About half of 

U.S. adults (49%) have heard a 

lot about this and another 39% 

have heard a little.  

The survey finds broad 

uncertainty about whether states have held 

elections entirely by mail in the past, and 

whether that practice has increased voter fraud. 

Most U.S. adults either say that no U.S. states 

have ever conducted presidential voting 

entirely by mail (34%) or that they are unsure 

whether this has ever happened (41%). About a 

quarter of adults (24%) answer correctly that 

states have done this in past. (Four states have 

done so – Colorado, Oregon, Utah and 

Washington – and Hawaii will join as a fifth 

this year.) 

  

Most Americans are aware of discussion surrounding 

mail-in ballots and Trump’s criticism of Postal Service  

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard or read ___ about each of the 

following stories 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Most Americans are unaware some 

states have held all mail-in elections 

As far as you know, have any U.S. states ever conducted 

voting in a presidential election entirely by mail? 

 Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-18-states-with-all-mail-elections.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-18-states-with-all-mail-elections.aspx
https://www.hawaiinewsnow.com/2020/08/08/this-primary-election-day-state-track-see-largest-voter-turnout-years/
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While experts say that there is minimal risk of 

increased voter fraud by mail, a quarter of U.S. 

adults say voter fraud has been a major 

problem when it comes to voting by mail. 

Another 27% say it’s been a minor problem, and 

an identical share say it has not been a problem 

at all. The remaining 20% say they are unsure.  

One-in-four Americans think voter fraud 

has been a major problem with voting by 

mail, contrary to evidence 

% of U.S. adults who say voter fraud has been a ___ 

when it comes to voting by mail in U.S. presidential 

elections 

 Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
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Partisans share awareness of mail-in ballot debates, but disagree on the connection to 

voter fraud 

Awareness of the potential 

impact of increased voting by 

mail cuts across party lines, 

with majorities of both 

Republicans and Democrats 

having heard a lot about this in 

recent weeks. But while 

roughly two-thirds of 

Democrats and independents 

who lean Democratic (64%) say 

they have heard a lot about 

Trump’s criticism of the U.S. 

Postal Service, the same is true 

of only half as many 

Republicans and Republican 

leaners (32%). Still, a large 

majority of Republicans (86%) 

have heard at least a little 

about this topic. 

Democrats are more likely than 

Republicans to know that some 

states have conducted 

presidential elections entirely 

by mail (31% vs. 16%). 

Conversely, 42% of 

Republicans say no states have 

ever done this, versus 27% of 

Democrats. Roughly four-in-

ten in each party say they aren’t 

sure. 

When it comes to potential 

fraud associated with mail-in 

ballots, about four-in-ten Republicans (43%) say collecting votes through mail-in ballots has been 

Republicans more likely to say voter fraud is a 

problem with mail-in voting, less likely to know that 

states have conducted voting entirely by mail 

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard or read a lot about … 

 As far as you know, have any U.S. states ever conducted voting in a 

presidential election entirely by mail? 

 % of U.S. adults who say voter fraud has been a ___ when it comes to voting 

by mail in U.S. presidential elections 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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a major problem, and another 31% say it’s been a minor problem. Again, the evidence shows only 

miniscule voter fraud issues – though just 5% of Republicans say it is not a problem.  

Among Democrats, 47% answered that mail-in ballots have not been a problem for voter fraud. 

About one-in-ten (11%) say it’s been a major problem and 23% say it’s been a minor problem.  

About two-in-ten on both sides of the aisle say they are not sure of the impact on voter fraud.  

  

https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/04/trumps-latest-voter-fraud-misinformation/
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Within political parties, another area of difference emerges based on the news sources people rely 

on most. Respondents were asked whether each of eight news providers is a major or minor source 

of political and election news for them – or not a source at all. Researchers then grouped people 

within each party based on their mix of major news sources.  

In this analysis, there are four media-usage groups among Republicans (including leaners): those 

who only indicated Fox News and/or talk radio shows like Sean Hannity and Rush Limbaugh as 

major news sources for political and election news (these are the two sources among the eight 

asked about whose audiences lean to the right politically); those who cited Fox News and/or talk 

radio as well as at least one of the other six news sources asked about; those who did not cite Fox 

News or talk radio as a major source but selected at least one of the others as a major source; and 

those who said that none of the eight providers mentioned in the survey are major sources of 

political news for them.  

There also are four groups among Democrats (including leaners): those who cited only MSNBC, 

NPR, The Washington Post, The New York Times and/or CNN as a major news source (these are 

the five providers whose audiences lean left politically); those who cited one of the five as well as 

any of the others; those who did not cite any of the five but did cite at least one other; and those 

who did not cite any of the eight as major sources of political news. (For more details on how the 

news outlets were classified and the categories of news consumers, see the appendix.) 

Again, other factors beyond media diet may influence people’s views of election-related issues, 

including the potential for fraud in mail-in voting. And someone’s media diet can be selected to fit 

their existing political views or be a significant factor in shaping those political views. Still, the 

data shows a clear connection between news diet within party and views on this issue.   

Among both Republicans and Democrats, those who only rely on outlets with right- or left-leaning 

audiences, respectively, as key sources are the most likely to have heard a lot about the potential 

impact of mail-in ballots on the election. 
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People’s news sources also are 

linked with what they know 

and perceive about the impact 

and use of mail voting. Fully 

61% of Republicans who only 

cite Fox News and/or talk radio 

shows as key news sources say 

that fraud has been a major 

problem when mail-in ballots 

are used. That figure drops to 

44% for Republicans who cite 

other outlets alongside Fox 

News and/or talk radio as 

major sources, then down to 

about a quarter (23%) among 

Republicans who don’t rely on 

Fox News or talk radio (but 

select at least one of the six 

other sources mentioned in the 

survey). Figures pop back up 

again among those who don’t 

select any of the eight outlets as 

major sources: 38% say fraud 

has been a major problem.  

Democrats who cite only 

outlets with left-leaning 

audiences as key sources of 

political news are by far the 

most likely to say that voter 

fraud has not been a problem 

associated with mail-in ballots: 

67% say this, compared with 

43% of those who rely on some of these sources but also others. Democrats who don’t rely on any 

of the outlets with left-leaning audiences (or, in some cases, any of the eight major news sources 

mentioned in the survey) express greater uncertainty on this issue than other Democrats.  

Republicans who get election news from Fox News, 

talk radio much more likely than rest of the GOP to 

see voter fraud as a major problem with mail-in voting 

% who say voter fraud has been a ___ when it comes to voting by mail in 

U.S. presidential elections 

 
 

Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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As noted above, Democrats 

overall are more likely to know 

that some states have held 

elections entirely by mail, but 

differences emerge among 

them based on their news 

sources.  

Democrats who only rely on an 

outlet or outlets with left-

leaning audiences as major 

news sources are far more 

likely than Democrats who 

don’t rely on any of these 

sources to answer correctly: 

about four-in-ten vs. about 

two-in-ten. Those who don’t 

turn to any of these sources 

with left-leaning audiences are 

more likely to say they are 

unsure.  

Differences by news diet are 

more modest among 

Republicans, with no more 

than 23% in any media group 

correctly answering that states 

have held vote-by-mail 

elections. 

  

Democrats who rely on MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New York 

Times and/or Washington Post more likely than others 

to know states have held elections entirely by mail 

As far as you know, have any U.S. states ever conducted voting in a 

presidential election entirely by mail? 

 
Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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Direct messaging from candidates and campaigns linked with views on voter fraud 

The 27% of Republicans who 

say Donald Trump and his 

campaign are a major source of 

election news for them share 

many of the same sentiments 

as those who cite only Fox 

News and talk radio as key 

sources of election news. 

Indeed, the same portion of 

both groups – 61% – say voter 

fraud has been a major 

problem surrounding mail-in 

voting. Another quarter say it 

has been a minor problem, 

while a mere 1% say it has not 

been a problem at all. 

Among Democrats, there are 

more modest differences on 

this question between those 

who see Biden and his 

campaign as a major source of 

information for them (who make up 21% of all Democrats) and those who do not look to Biden’s 

campaign for election news – although Democrats who get news from the Biden campaign are 

somewhat more likely than others to see voter fraud over the mail as a major problem (21% vs. 

8%). 

  

Republicans who say Trump campaign is a major 

political news source much more likely to see voter 

fraud as a problem with mail-in voting 

% who say voter fraud has been a ___ when it comes to voting by mail in 

U.S. presidential elections 

  

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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2. Attention to candidates increases, but what Americans 

know and think about them diverges by party, media sources 

With the national nominating conventions concluded and the election cycle entering its closing 

stretch, Americans are now following news about the presidential candidates more closely than 

they were a few months ago. And while there are virtually no partisan differences in how closely 

Americans are following the election, there are some distinctions within parties depending on 

where people get their political news. 

Overall, 66% of U.S. adults now say they are 

following news about the candidates very 

closely (30%) or fairly closely (35%). When 

surveyed in early June, 54% of Americans were 

following candidate news very closely (21%) or 

fairly closely (32%), and in April, about half 

(52%) were doing so. 

Throughout this election year, news about the 

presidential candidates has competed with 

several mega-stories, in particular the 

coronavirus pandemic and the ongoing protests 

over social justice that were triggered by the 

killing of George Floyd in late May. In June, for 

example, about half of Americans (54%) were 

following election news very or fairly closely, 

while 84% said they were doing so for news 

about the protests and 86% for news about the 

COVID-19 outbreak.  

As of early September, members of both major political parties show very similar levels of interest 

in news about the candidates. Among Republicans and independents who lean Republican, 30% 

say they are following that news very closely, with 38% following it fairly closely. Among 

Democrats and independents who lean Democratic, 33% are following candidate news very 

closely, with 34% following it fairly closely. 

But within the parties themselves, there are differences in how closely people are following news 

about the candidates based on the major sources they use for political and election news. 

Americans’ interest in election news 

rises as election draws nearer 

% of U.S. adults who say they are following news about 

candidates for the 2020 presidential election very or 

fairly closely 

  
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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In this analysis, there are four media-usage groups among Republicans (including leaners): those 

who only indicated Fox News and/or talk radio shows like Sean Hannity and Rush Limbaugh as 

major news sources for political and election news (these are the two sources among the eight 

whose audiences lean to the right politically); those who cited Fox News and/or talk radio as well 

as at least one of the other six news sources asked about; those who did not cite Fox News or talk 

radio as a major source but selected at least one of the others as major sources; and those who said 

that none of the eight providers mentioned in the survey are major sources of political news for 

them.  

There also are four groups among Democrats (including leaners): those who cited only CNN, 

MSNBC, NPR, The New York Times and/or the Washington Post as a major news source (these 

are the five providers whose audiences lean left politically); those who cited one of the five as well 

as any of the others; those who did not cite any of the five but did cite at least one other; and those 

who did not cite any of the eight as major sources of political news. (For more details on how the 

news outlets were classified and the categories of news consumers, see the appendix.)     
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Among those Republicans (and 

leaners) whose major sources 

for political news only include 

Fox News or talk radio shows 

like Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh, more than half 

(55%) say they are following 

news about the candidates very 

closely. That compares with 

40% of Republicans whose 

major sources include a mix of 

Fox News or talk radio plus 

other outlets. And among 

Republicans whose major 

sources for political or election 

news are a mix of sources that 

does not include Fox News or 

talk radio, the percentage 

following news about the 

presidential candidates very 

closely drops to 16%. 

Among Democrats and 

Democratic-leaning 

independents whose major 

sources are only outlets with 

left-leaning audiences – CNN, 

MSNBC, NPR, The New York 

Times and The Washington 

Post – 43% say they are 

following election news very 

closely. But attention levels are 

similar (44%) among those 

Democrats whose major 

political news sources include a 

mix of these sources and other 

sources asked about. And the 

Little difference between parties, large differences by 

media diet in attention to election news 

% who say they are following news about candidates for the 2020 

presidential election … 

   Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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proportion paying very close attention falls to 24% among Democrats who cite only major sources 

other than the outlets with left-leaning audiences. 
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Several questions designed to track Americans’ knowledge about the election and candidates 

revealed significant partisan gaps between Democrats and Republicans. 

Citing safety and fairness issues connected with voting during a national pandemic, Trump 

publicly mused about the idea of delaying the Nov. 3 election – an authority the president does not 

hold. Asked whether he has the authority to do that, Democrats and Republicans offer markedly 

different responses. 

About two-thirds of all adults (66%) correctly say that the president does not have that authority, 

with only 10% saying he does – 

and the remaining 24% say 

they are unsure. But only about 

half of Republicans and 

Republican-leaning 

independents (49%) say the 

president cannot delay 

elections, while 16% say he can 

and about one-third (35%) say 

they are not sure. An 

overwhelming majority of 

Democrats and Democratic 

leaners (82%) say he cannot 

delay the election, with only 4% 

saying he can.  

For the most part, there are few 

differences in responses to this 

question by media diet within 

parties.  

Most Americans know Trump does not have the 

authority to postpone the elections, but Republicans 

are less sure 

Regardless of whether you think it should be done or not, does the president 

have the authority to delay the elections this November because of the 

coronavirus outbreak? 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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https://www.npr.org/2020/07/30/897111969/trump-floats-delaying-the-election-it-would-require-a-change-in-law#:~:text=%22Let%27s%20be%20clear%3A%20Trump%20does%20not%20have%20the,changed%2C%20it%20must%20be%20changed%20by%20Congress.%20https%3A%2F%2Ft.co%2FWzVgBQqdSo
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/30/897111969/trump-floats-delaying-the-election-it-would-require-a-change-in-law#:~:text=%22Let%27s%20be%20clear%3A%20Trump%20does%20not%20have%20the,changed%2C%20it%20must%20be%20changed%20by%20Congress.%20https%3A%2F%2Ft.co%2FWzVgBQqdSo
https://www.politifact.com/article/2020/jul/30/trump-floats-moving-nov-3-election-he-cant-do-hims/
https://www.politifact.com/article/2020/jul/30/trump-floats-moving-nov-3-election-he-cant-do-hims/
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A second question about Joe 

Biden’s position on what has 

become a significant and 

heated campaign issue not only 

produces wide partisan 

divergence but also highlights 

differences within parties 

depending on the news sources 

being used. 

While Donald Trump and his 

campaign have accused Biden 

of wanting to defund the police, 

a position supported by some 

activists, the Democratic 

nominee has stated that he 

does not support defunding the 

police, but would consider 

redirecting some police funds 

to services like mental health counseling.  

Among all Americans, 35% correctly respond that Biden has not voiced support for defunding the 

police, while 27% say he has. Another 37% say they are not sure. 

Democrats are far more likely to say Biden has not voiced support for defunding the police (52%) 

than Republicans (18%). On the other hand, 45% of Republicans say that Biden has voiced support 

for defunding police, versus just 11% of Democrats who say the same. About a third in each party 

(36% of both parties) say they are not sure about Biden’s position.  

  

Republicans far more likely than Democrats to 

incorrectly say that Joe Biden has publicly voiced 

support for defunding the police 

Has Joe Biden publicly voiced his support for defunding police departments? 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/fact-check-biden-trump-rival-defund-police/story?id=72554629
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/fact-check-biden-trump-rival-defund-police/story?id=72554629
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/07/trumps-false-recurring-claim-about-bidens-stance-on-police/
https://www.factcheck.org/2020/07/trumps-false-recurring-claim-about-bidens-stance-on-police/
https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/defunding-the-police-will-actually-make-us-safer/
https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/defunding-the-police-will-actually-make-us-safer/
https://apnews.com/afs:Content:9083703494
https://apnews.com/afs:Content:9083703494
https://apnews.com/afs:Content:9083703494
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-has-called-to-redirect-funding-from-police-but-stopped-short-of-defund-embrace
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-has-called-to-redirect-funding-from-police-but-stopped-short-of-defund-embrace
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/biden-has-called-to-redirect-funding-from-police-but-stopped-short-of-defund-embrace
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On this question, there are 

large differences among 

Republicans with different 

media diets. About two-thirds 

(66%) of those who only named 

Fox News or talk radio as their 

major sources of political news 

say Biden voiced support for 

defunding the police, far more 

than the 48% in the group that 

uses a mix of Fox News, talk 

radio and other outlets asked 

about, and the 27% in the 

group that relies on major 

sources other than Fox News or 

talk radio who provide the 

same answer. 

Among Democrats, regardless 

of media usage, only between 

8% and 16% say Biden voiced 

support for defunding police. 

But while 71% of Democrats 

whose main sources include 

only left-leaning outlets say he 

has not publicly supported this, 

along with 51% of Democrats 

who get their news from 

sources with left-leaning 

audiences and other sources, 

fewer than half (43%) of 

Democrats who use no sources with left-leaning audiences give that answer. In that group, 44% 

say they are not sure whether Biden has supported it or not. 

Knowledge that Biden has not supported defunding 

police departments varies by media diet 

As far as you know, has Joe Biden publicly voiced his support for defunding 

police departments? 

  Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS, or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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Although she had competed 

earlier in the crowded 2020 

Democratic presidential 

contest, Sen. Kamala Harris 

was reintroduced to the nation 

when Biden announced her 

selection as his running mate 

six days before the party’s 

convention. At the convention, 

Harris devoted part of her 

speech to her personal history 

and story. 

A question about Harris’ 

resumé produced similar 

responses from Democrats and 

Republicans, but one that 

asked about views of her 

ideology highlighted varying 

partisan perceptions as well as differences by media sources. 

Among all Americans, 52% correctly answered that Harris had been the California attorney 

general before being elected to the Senate, with similar portions of Republicans (51%) and 

Democrats (56%) responding correctly. Still, a substantial minority of both parties – 41% of 

Republicans and 34% of Democrats – are not sure of the answer. 

  

At least half of both parties know Kamala Harris 

served as attorney general of California 

Do you happen to know what position Kamala Harris held in California 

before she was a senator? 

 Note: Incorrect answers were lieutenant governor, U.S. House representative and mayor of 

San Francisco. Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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When asked to characterize Harris’ political views, 43% of all adults say she is either very liberal 

(25%) or mostly liberal (18%), while 25% say they are not sure. But when broken out by party, 

Republicans are more than 10 times as likely as Democrats to describe her as very liberal. 

Among Republicans, two-thirds (67%) characterize her views as very liberal (52%) or mostly 

liberal (16%). In stark contrast, only 24% of Democrats say she is very or mostly liberal (4% say 

Harris’ views are very liberal, with another 20% saying they are mostly liberal). Instead, 19% of 

Democrats say she is slightly liberal, 22% say she is moderate and 11% say she is conservative. 

  

Republicans and Democrats worlds apart in their perceptions of Kamala Harris’ 

political ideology 

% of U.S. adults who describe Kamala Harris’ political views as … 

 

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

25%

52

4

18%

16

20

11%

3

19

13%

3

22

7%

3

11

25%

22

24

U.S. adults

Rep/Lean Rep

Dem/Lean Dem

Very

liberal

Mostly

liberal

Slightly

liberal Moderate

NET

Conservative Not sure



30 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Among those Republicans who only use Fox News or talk radio as a major source, a full 83% say 

her views are very liberal. That number is nearly halved (44%) among Republicans who also get 

news from other sources, and it falls to 24% among Republicans whose major sources do not 

include either Fox News or talk radio, slightly behind the percentage who are not sure about her 

views (29%).  

Among Republicans who turn only to Fox News or talk radio for news, 83% say 

Harris is very liberal 

% who say Kamala Harris’ political views are … 

 

Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and 

conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Respondents who 

did not give an answer not shown. Sources whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. See 

Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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The percentage of Democrats within each of the four media diets who say Harris is very liberal is 

in the single digits. About six-in-ten of those whose major sources have only left-leaning audiences 

say she is very, mostly or slightly liberal (59%) – higher than Democrats in other groups who say 

the same (39% or fewer do). And for Democrats whose major sources do not include any in the 

left-leaning audience group, a plurality are not sure about her ideology (37%). 
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This year’s national nominating conventions, held during the last two weeks in August, had to be 

reinvented as COVID-19 forced many events to be held virtually or as a hybrid of in-person and 

virtual staging. Gone was much of the pomp and circumstance, as well as some of the audience 

that traditionally tunes in to these events.  

Among all adults, there was very little 

difference in the attention paid to the two 2020 

conventions. The percentage of Americans who 

followed the Democratic convention very 

closely (13%) was virtually the same as the 

percentage who followed the Republican 

convention very closely (12%). And majorities 

say they followed those events not too closely or 

not at all closely – 62% for the Democratic 

convention and 63% for the Republican event. 

People were much more likely to follow their 

party’s political convention more closely than 

the other party’s convention. While 21% of 

Democrats say they followed their convention 

very closely and another 29% followed it fairly 

closely, only 6% of Republicans say they 

followed the Democratic event very closely, 

with another 20% following it fairly closely. 

Conversely, the percentage of Republicans who 

followed the GOP convention very closely (19%) 

was also higher than the percentage of 

Democrats who did (7%). In addition, another 

30% of Republicans followed their convention 

fairly closely, compared with 20% of 

Democrats. 

Republicans and Democrats more likely 

to follow their own parties’ conventions 

than the other party’s 

% of U.S. adults who say they followed each party’s 

convention … 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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Put simply, Democrats were about twice as likely as Republicans to follow the Democratic 

convention very or fairly closely (50% to 26%), and Republicans, by almost the same margin, were 

more likely than Democrats to follow the GOP 

convention very or fairly closely (49% to 27%). 

Overall, the media seem to get passing grades 

when it comes to covering the general election. 

But as previous research has shown with 

evaluations of media performance, Republicans 

offer a much more critical assessment than 

Democrats. And among Republicans, those 

whose main election sources include only talk 

radio or Fox News gave the media far lower 

grades than fellow party members with 

different media diets. 

Among all Americans, 12% say the media have 

done very well covering the election, with a solid plurality (46%) saying they have done somewhat 

well. Another 41% say they have done not too well (27%) or not at all well (14%). 

Democrats and independents who lean Democratic offer a generally positive overall assessment, 

with about three-quarters (76%) saying the media have done either very well (18%) or somewhat 

well (58%) in covering the election. But only half as many Republicans and Republican leaners 

(38%) say the media have done very well (5%) or somewhat well (34%). And about six-in-ten 

Republicans (61%) say news organizations have either not done too well (36%) or not done at all 

well (24%) in chronicling the 2020 elections.  

  

Partisan divides in assessment of media 

coverage of the election 

% of U.S. adults who say the news media have covered 

the 2020 presidential election … 

 Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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Republican views of the 

media’s work on the election 

differ substantially depending 

on their major sources for 

political and election news. Of 

those whose major sources only 

include Fox News or talk radio, 

three-in-ten say news 

organizations are doing their 

job very well (3%) or somewhat 

well (26%). That number 

climbs to about half (51%) of 

the Republicans who use Fox 

News or talk radio as well as 

other outlets as major sources 

of news – with 14% saying the 

media have done very well and 

37% saying they have done 

somewhat well. And more 

Republicans who only have 

major sources other than Fox 

News or talk radio say 

journalists have done very well 

(9%) or somewhat well (53%) 

covering the election. 

In contrast, there is less 

variation in Democrats’ view of 

media performance based on 

news diets – about eight-in-ten 

of the Democrats who use any 

of the sources asked about as a major source say the news media are doing at least somewhat well. 

Indeed, 82% of Democrats whose major sources included only outlets with left-leaning audiences 

say the media have done very well (17%) or somewhat well (64%). Among those whose sources 

include the left-leaning audience outlets and others, the percentage saying the media have done 

very well is higher (32%), with 51% saying the media have done somewhat well – for a total of 

83%. And 82% of those Democrats who only have major sources outside of the left-leaning group 

say the media have done very well (17%) or somewhat well (65%). The exception here is the group 

Assessments of media coverage of election vary 

based on media diet 

% of U.S. adults who say the news media have covered the 2020 presidential 

election … 

 Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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of Democrats who don’t use any of the sources asked about, 57% of whom say the media are doing 

very or somewhat well. 

Among Democrats and Democratic leaners, those who cite the Biden campaign as a major source 

for political and election news are far more likely to give the media positive reviews of their 

election coverage. Four-in-ten of those Democrats who say the Biden campaign is a major source 

say that the media have done very well covering the presidential election, compared with just 12% 

of other Democrats. Among Republicans (including leaners), ratings of the news media’s election 

coverage are relatively low, regardless of whether they say the Trump campaign is a major news 

source or not.  
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3. Most Americans who have heard of QAnon conspiracy 
theories say they are bad for the country and that Trump 

seems to support people who promote them 

Americans’ awareness of a collection of 

conspiracy theories known as QAnon has 

roughly doubled since March to nearly half of 

U.S. adults2. A solid majority of those who have 

heard about QAnon say it is a bad thing for the 

country and also say Donald Trump seems to 

support people who promote the theories. 

Those sentiments, however, are not shared 

equally across party or among those with 

differing sources for political news. 

Originating on message boards, the cluster of 

conspiracy theories connected to QAnon have 

now been declared a domestic terror threat by 

the FBI, publicly espoused by congressional 

candidates and talked about with interest by 

Trump.  

 
2 The same American Trends Panel members were sampled for the March survey and the current survey. This raises the possibility that some 

of the increase in QAnon awareness is attributable to re-asking the same people. Several studies have found significant effects from this 

measurement issue (known as panel conditioning) on knowledge questions. While this study provides strong support for a real increase in 

Americans’ awareness of QAnon, this data offers only a rough approximation for the exact size of that increase due to this limitation. Studies 

have found little to no conditioning effects on survey questions unrelated to knowledge about particular topics.   

About half of Americans now say they’ve 

heard about QAnon conspiracy theories  

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard or read a lot or 

a little about QAnon 

 … but very few say they have heard a lot 

about them 

% of U.S. adults who say they have heard or read __ 

about QAnon 

 Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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While few U.S. adults – just 9% 

– have heard a lot about this 

group of conspiracy theories, 

far more (38%) have heard at 

least a little, amounting to 

roughly half (47%) of 

Americans who are familiar 

with QAnon. That figure has 

roughly doubled since early 

March, when 23% had heard at 

least a little about it.  

Among those who are aware of 

QAnon, 57% say it is a “very 

bad” thing for the country. 

Another 17% say it is 

“somewhat bad,” for a total of 

74% who see it as bad for the 

country. That compares with 

20% who say it is somewhat or 

very good thing (6% did not 

answer).  

A solid majority of Americans who have heard of the theories (60%) also say that Trump seems to 

support individuals who promote those conspiracy theories, such as Marjorie Taylor Greene, who 

recently won the Republican primary in Georgia for a U.S. House seat and campaigned publicly on 

some of these themes. Just 7% say Trump seems to oppose people who promote these theories, 

while 11% say he neither opposes or supports them and the remainder say they are unsure (21%). 

One node of these conspiracy theories makes unfounded accusations about high-level officials and 

pedophilia. While about half (47%) of U.S. adults have heard at least a little about QAnon 

specifically, about seven-in-ten (71%) have heard or read news coverage about the extent of child 

abuse or trafficking. While many of these stories may be about fact-based examples of these 

problems, the high share registered here may also suggest that some of these conspiracy theories 

may be reaching Americans beyond just those who know of QAnon by name. 

A majority of U.S. adults who have heard of the QAnon 

conspiracy theories say they’re a very bad thing for 

the country 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who think 

it’s a __ thing for the country 

 ... and that Trump seems to support people who 

promote those theories 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who 

think Donald Trump seems to ___ people who promote the QAnon theories 

 
Note: Respondents who didn’t give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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Democrats’ awareness of the QAnon conspiracy theories somewhat outpaces that of Republicans 

(55% and 39%, respectfully), and there are larger party differences when it comes to their views 

about QAnon.  

Fully 77% of Democrats who 

have heard of QAnon say it is a 

“very bad” thing for the 

country, and another 13% say it 

is a somewhat bad thing. That 

feeling is shared by far fewer 

Republicans. Only about a 

quarter of Republicans (26%) 

who have heard of QAnon feel 

it is a very bad for the country, 

while another 24% say it is 

somewhat bad. Indeed, roughly 

four-in-ten Republicans who 

have heard of QAnon (41%) say 

it is a good thing for the 

country (32% somewhat good 

and 9% very good). 

Democrats are also much more 

likely than Republicans to say 

that, based on what they’ve 

seen or heard, Trump seems to 

support people who promote 

QAnon theories – though few 

Republicans say he opposes 

them. Roughly eight-in-ten 

Democrats who have heard of 

QAnon (81%) say that Trump 

seems to support people who 

promote those theories. 

Republicans who are aware of QAnon express much greater uncertainty about where the president 

About four-in-ten Republicans who have heard of the 

QAnon conspiracy theories say QAnon is a good thing 

for the country 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who think 

it’s a __ thing for the country 

 

… and Republicans express more confusion over 

Trump’s attitude toward the theories’ supporters 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who 

think Donald Trump seems to __ people who promote the QAnon 

conspiracy theories  

 
 

Note: Respondents who didn’t give an answer are not shown. 6% of U.S. adults, 9% of 

Rep/Lean Rep and 4% of Dem/Lean Dem did not provide an answer for the question of 

whether QAnon is good or bad for the country. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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stands. The largest segment of Republicans say that based on what they’ve seen or heard they are 

not sure where Trump stands. Another 27% say he seems to neither support nor oppose them. The 

same percentage (27%) say he seems to support them, more than twice as many as the 11% who 

say he opposes people who promote the QAnon conspiracy theories.   
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Awareness of QAnon varies broadly across the news sources Americans use as their major sources 

for political and election news – ranging from nearly 80% to less than a third across types of news 

consumers. 

Democrats and independents 

who lean toward the 

Democratic Party who use only 

news outlets with left-leaning 

audiences (MSNBC, CNN, 

NPR, The New York Times or 

The Washington Post) as major 

sources for political and 

election news are the most 

aware of QAnon: Fully 76% of 

this group say they have heard 

at least a little about these 

conspiracy theories, though 

fewer than one-in-five (18%) 

say they have heard a lot about 

them. About half (51%) of 

Democrats who use these 

outlets with left-leaning 

audiences plus other outlets 

(either Fox News, national 

broadcast TV news or talk 

radio) have heard about 

QAnon, while 45% of 

Democrats who do not use any 

of the outlets asked on the 

survey as major sources say 

they have heard of QAnon at 

least a little. Democrats who 

use only outlets other than 

those with left-leaning 

Democrats who turn to certain sources more likely 

than other Democrats to have heard about conspiracy 

theories called QAnon 

% who say they have heard or read ___ about QAnon 

 Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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audiences are the least aware in their party: 29% have heard about QAnon. 

Awareness of QAnon is highest among Republicans and Republican leaners who either only cite 

outlets with right-leaning audiences (Fox News or talk radio) as major sources or do not use any of 

the outlets asked about (45% and 42%, respectively, have heard at least a little). About a third of 

Republicans who use outlets with mixed or left-leaning audiences in addition to Fox News or talk 

radio (35%) have heard about 

QAnon, as have about three-in-

ten (29%) Republicans who do 

not use outlets with right-

leaning audiences (see the 

appendix for more details).  

Republicans who say Donald 

Trump and his campaign are a 

major source of political news 

for them are somewhat more 

likely than other Republicans 

in their view of the QAnon 

conspiracy theories. Among 

Democrats, however – and 

again as seen with the question 

of voter fraud – those who turn to Biden and his campaign as a major source for political news 

show little difference in this question. 

Republicans who have heard of QAnon (including those who lean Republican) and for whom the 

Trump campaign is a major source are somewhat more likely than other Republicans to view 

QAnon as a positive thing for the country. Indeed, 46% of Republicans who call Trump and his 

campaign a major source of news say QAnon is either a very good (15%) or a somewhat good (31%) 

Among Republicans who have heard of QAnon, those 

getting election news from Trump campaign somewhat 

more likely to see it as a good thing for the country 

Among U.S. adults who have heard or read about QAnon, % who think 

it’s a ___ thing for the country 

  

Note: Respondents who did not give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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thing for the country. Among other Republicans – those who do not call Trump and the campaign 

a major news source – only 7% say QAnon is a very good thing, with another 33% who say it is a 

somewhat good thing – for a total of 39% who put it in a positive category. 

Among Democrats, there is no difference across any of the four responses options between those 

who turn to Biden and his campaign as a major source for news and those who do not.   

More than half of men in the U.S (54%) have 

heard at least a little about the conspiracy 

theory compared with 39% of women. But when 

it comes it age, few differences emerge. 

Between 43% and 50% of all age groups have 

heard at least a little about QAnon, with no 

more than 10% in any group who have heard a 

lot.  

Among those who have heard about the 

conspiracy theories, adults under 30 are the 

most likely to say it is a good thing: 29% of 

those ages 18 to 29 say this, compared with 

20% or less of any other age group.  

More comparative data on these questions can 

be found in the American News Pathways data 

tool.    

Men more likely than women to have 

heard about QAnon; few age differences 

% who have heard or read ___ about QAnon 

 
Note: Respondents who didn’t give an answer are not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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Many Americans say they have 

come across made-up news 

related to the 2020 presidential 

election, though this differs 

depending on where people get 

their political news. There are 

also party-line differences, 

including who each side sees as 

the main creators of made-up 

news. 

About seven-in-ten U.S. adults 

(69%) say they have come 

across at least some completely 

made-up news related to the 

election.   

That breaks down to a quarter 

who say they have come across 

a lot and 44% who say they’ve come across some. Another 22% say they’ve come across “not 

much,” while only 7% say they’ve seen no made-up election news at all.  

As past research has found, Republicans and those who lean Republican are more likely to say 

they’ve come across completely made-up news than their Democratic counterparts. About a third 

of Republicans (35%) say they’ve seen a lot while another 44% have seen some. About half as many 

Democrats and Democratic leaners (17%) say they’ve seen a lot, and 45% have seen some. 

Most Americans have seen at least some made-up 

news related to the election 

% of U.S. adults who say they’ve seen or heard ___ news about the 2020 

presidential election that seemed completely made up 

  

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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Bigger differences emerge in who each partisan 

group thinks creates a lot of made-up news 

related to the 2020 election.  

Overall, Americans put the greatest blame on 

political leaders and their staff as well as 

activist groups. Just under half say that each of 

these groups creates a lot of completely made-

up news related to election 2020. About three-

in-ten (29%) say journalists create a lot of it, 

while a quarter say this of members of the 

public. And, similar to an earlier study, despite 

warnings from the U.S. counterintelligence 

agency that foreign nations are trying to 

influence U.S. voters, foreign governments or 

foreign individuals get the least blame among 

the groups asked about: 21% of U.S. adults say 

these governments or individuals create a lot of 

made-up news related to the 2020 election. 

Republicans are far more likely than Democrats 

to blame activist groups and journalists for the 

creation of made-up news. About two-thirds of 

Republicans (64%) say activist groups create a 

lot of completely made-up election news, while 

53% say this of journalists. Democrats are far 

less likely to call out either of these groups, with 

27% saying activist groups create a lot and 9% 

saying this of journalists. Republicans are also 

somewhat more likely to say that made-up 

election news comes from political leaders and 

their staff (51% vs. 41% of Democrats). 

Democrats place somewhat more blame on 

foreign governments than Republicans do, but 

by a narrow margin (26% and 17% 

respectively).       

 

Americans mostly blame politicians and 

activist groups for made-up news about 

the election 

% of U.S. adults who say __ create a lot of made-up 

news and information about the 2020 presidential 

election 

 
… but differences emerge between 

Republicans and Democrats 

% who say ___ create a lot of made-up news and 

information about the 2020 presidential election 

 Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 
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The one area of partisan agreement lay in the role the public plays. About a quarter of both 

Republicans and Democrats say members of the public create a lot of made-up news about the 

presidential election. 
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Democrats (and independents 

who lean Democratic) with 

different media diets show only 

modest differences in their 

perception of made-up election 

news. That is not the case 

among Republicans and 

Republican leaners: There are 

wide gaps between Republicans 

who say Fox News or talk radio 

are their major sources for 

political news and Republicans 

who turn to outlets with less 

conservative audiences. 

About half of Republicans who, 

among the eight sources asked 

about, rely only on Fox News or 

talk radio for political news 

(49%) say they have seen or 

heard “a lot” of news and 

information that seemed 

completely made up. About a 

third or fewer among 

Republicans who use these two 

outlets as major sources in 

addition to others (36%) or do 

not rely on any of these outlets 

(33%) say they have seen a lot. 

Republicans who rely only on 

news outlets other than Fox 

News and talk radio (17%) are 

the least likely in their party to 

say they’ve seen a lot. 

Republicans whose major sources of news are Fox 

News or talk radio say they see more made-up news 

% of Rep/Lean Rep who say they’ve seen or heard ___ news about the 

2020 presidential election that seemed completely made up 

 
… and give more blame to journalists, activists and 

political leaders for made-up news  

% of Rep/Lean Rep who say ___ create a lot of made-up news and 

information about the 2020 presidential election 

 Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS or NBC network television news. 

Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. See Appendix for more details. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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In addition, Republicans who use only Fox News or talk radio as major sources are more likely 

than others in the party to say journalists, activist groups and political leaders or their staffs create 

a lot of made-up news and information. For example, 77% of these Republicans say journalists 

create a lot of made-up news, compared with half or fewer of Republicans with other major 

sources or none at all. 
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Republicans who rely on 

Trump and his campaign as a 

major source of political news 

are more likely than other 

Republicans to say they have 

come across a lot of made-up 

news, and they place more 

blame on certain groups for 

creating it. 

Republicans who turn to 

Trump and the campaign as 

major sources for news are 

more likely to say three of the 

five groups asked about create 

a lot of made-up news: 

politicians, activist groups and 

journalists. But the greatest 

discrepancy occurs around 

journalists. Two-thirds (67%) 

of Republicans who say Trump 

is a major source of news say 

journalists create a lot of made-

up news. That is nearly 20 

percentage points higher than 

among other Republicans (at 

48%).  

Again, differences between 

Democrats who say Biden and 

Partisans who turn to Trump, Biden campaigns more 

likely to say they have seen made-up election news 

% who say they’ve seen or heard ___ news about the 2020 presidential 

election that seemed completely made up 

 % who say ___ create a lot of made-up news and information about the 

2020 presidential election 

 
Note: Respondents who did not give an answer not shown. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 
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his campaign are major sources of news and those who do not say this are smaller. 

Demographically, young adults are less likely to call out politicians, activist groups and journalists 

as creators of completely made-up news. About a third (32%) of 18- to 29-year-olds say political 

leaders and their staff create a lot of made-up news. That compares with 42% of 30- to 49-year-

olds and half or more of those ages 50 to 64 (50%) and 65 and older (56%). Similarly, a quarter of 

18- to 29-year-olds say activist groups create a lot, less than the 41% of those ages 30 to 49 and the 

half or more of the two oldest age groups who say the same. And just 20% of those under 30 say 

that journalists create a lot of made-up election news, about on par with those ages 30 to 49 (24%) 

but lower than those ages 50 to 64 (34%) and those 65 and older (39%). 
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Appendix: Grouping respondents by major news sources  

The survey asked whether respondents use any of eight news sources as a major source, minor 

source or not a source for 

political and election news. 

(Responses for all eight 

sources are available here.) 

The sources identified as 

major sources were combined 

with the respondents’ 

partisanship to identify those 

who get news from only 

sources with audiences that 

lean toward their party (i.e., 

Republicans who get news 

only from sources with right-

leaning audiences and 

Democrats who only get news 

from sources with left-leaning 

audiences) or another mix of 

sources. Those who do not use 

any of the eight sources asked 

about as a major source for 

political and election news are 

in a separate category. 

The eight sources asked about 

are: 

▪ Fox News cable channel 

▪ CNN 

▪ MSNBC 

▪ ABC, CBS or NBC national network TV 

▪ NPR 

▪ The New York Times 

▪ The Washington Post 

▪ Talk radio, such as Sean Hannity or Rush Limbaugh 

Major sources for political and election news 

% in each category 

 
U.S. 

adults 
Rep/ 

Lean Rep 
Dem/ 

Lean Dem 

 % % % 

Among Rep/Lean Rep    

Only Fox News and/or talk radio 13 29 -- 

Fox News/talk radio and other 
sources 4 10 -- 

No Fox News/talk radio; only other 
source 9 20 -- 

None of the sources asked about 19 42 -- 

    
Among Dem/Lean Dem    

Only MSNBC, CNN, NPR, NY Times 
and/or Wash. Post 16 -- 32 

MSNBC, CNN, NPR, NY Times or 
Wash. Post and other sources 15 -- 28 

No MSNBC, CNN, NPR, NY Times or 
Wash. Post; only other sources 7 -- 14 

None of the sources asked about 14 -- 26 

Note: The Fox News cable channel and talk radio shows such as Sean Hannity or Rush 

Limbaugh have audiences that lean Republican and conservative. MSNBC, CNN, NPR, New 

York Times and Washington Post have audiences that lean Democratic and liberal. Sources 

whose audiences are more mixed include ABC, CBS, or NBC network television news. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020. 

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources Heading Into 2020 

Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Sources were selected from among the top responses (used by about 10% or more of U.S. adults) to 

a question from November 2019 asking if respondents got news from each of 30 different sources 

in the past week. More details about this measure and what it reveals about Americans’ news 

habits are available here, and all data for the question is available here. 

The eight sources asked about were then classified according to the political partisanship and 

ideology of their audiences. For this analysis, respondents who call each source a “major source” 

for political and election news are considered part of its audience. 

An outlet is considered to have a left-leaning audience if the proportion of all audience members 

that identify as liberal Democrats is at least two-thirds higher than the proportion who identify as 

conservative Republicans. Alternatively, an outlet is considered to have a right-leaning audience if 

the proportion of all audience members who identify as conservative Republicans is at least two-

thirds higher than the proportion that identify as liberal Democrats. An outlet is classified as 

having a mixed audience if neither liberal Democrats nor conservative Republicans make up at 

least two-thirds more of the audience than the other. 

  

https://www.journalism.org/2020/01/24/u-s-media-polarization-and-the-2020-election-a-nation-divided/
https://www.pewresearch.org/pathways-2020/SOURCEUSE_1/political_party/us_adults
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Data for classifying the ideological composition of these source’s audiences is below:  

 

Sources by ideological profile of 

respondents who name them as a major 

source 

 

% of respondents who call the 
source a major source who  

identify as … 

 
Liberal  

Dem/Lean Dem 
Conservative 

Rep/Lean Rep 

 % % 

Sources with an audience that leans right 

Fox News cable 
channel 6% 55% 

Talk radio, such as 
Sean Hannity or Rush 
Limbaugh 66% 7% 

Sources with a mixed audience 

ABC, CBS, or NBC 
national network TV 24% 15% 

Sources with an audience that leans left 

CNN 36% 6% 

MSNBC 43% 5% 

NPR 54% 7% 

The New York Times 49% 5% 

Washington Post 45% 5% 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults Aug. 31-Sept. 7, 2020.  

“Political Divides, Conspiracy Theories and Divergent News Sources 

Heading Into 2020 Election” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

Two of the eight outlets – Fox News and talk radio – have right-leaning audiences in this data, 

meaning the proportion of their audience who identify as conservative Republicans (including 

leaners) is at least two-thirds higher than the proportion that who are liberal Democrats, including 

leaners. Five of the eight outlets – MSNBC, CNN, NPR, The New York Times and The Washington 

Post – have left-leaning audiences, meaning the share of liberal Democrats using them is at least 

two-thirds higher than the share of conservative Republicans. The last group of sources (ABC, CBS 

or NBC national network TV) are those with a mixed audience; the share of liberal Democrats 

using them is not two-thirds higher than the share of conservative Republicans, and vice versa. 
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Methodology 

The American Trends Panel (ATP), created by Pew Research Center, is a nationally representative 

panel of randomly selected U.S. adults. Panelists participate via self-administered web surveys. 

Panelists who do not have internet access at home are provided with a tablet and wireless internet 

connection. Interviews are conducted in both English and Spanish. The panel is being managed by 

Ipsos. 

Data in this report is drawn from the panel wave conducted Aug. 31 to Sept. 7, 2020. A total of 

9,220 panelists responded out 

of 9,810 who were sampled, 

for a response rate of 94%. 

This does not include two 

panelists who were removed 

from the data due to extremely 

high rates of refusal or 

straightlining. The cumulative 

response rate accounting for 

nonresponse to the 

recruitment surveys and 

attrition is 5%. The break-off 

rate among panelists who 

logged on to the survey and 

completed at least one item is 

1%. The margin of sampling 

error for the full sample of 

9,220 respondents is plus or minus 1.7 percentage points.  

The subsample from the ATP consisted of 9,810 ATP members that responded to the Wave 57 

survey and the annual profile survey and were still active. Panelists who had not yet completed the 

annual profile survey were ineligible. 

The ATP was created in 2014, with the first cohort of panelists invited to join the panel at the end 

of a large, national, landline and cellphone random-digit-dial survey that was conducted in both 

English and Spanish. Two additional recruitments were conducted using the same method in 2015 

American Trends Panel recruitment surveys 

Recruitment dates Mode Invited Joined 

Active 
panelists 
remaining 

Jan. 23 to March 16, 2014 
Landline/  
cell RDD 9,809 5,338 2,302 

Aug. 27 to Oct. 4, 2015 
Landline/  
cell RDD 6,004 2,976 1,334 

April 25 to June 4, 2017 
Landline/  
cell RDD 3,905 1,628 683 

Aug. 8 to Oct. 31, 2018 ABS/web 9,396 8,778 6,398 

Aug. 19 to Nov. 30, 2019 ABS/web 5,900 4,720 3,023 

June 1 to July 19, 2020 ABS/web 1,865 1,636 1,633 

 Total 36,879 25,076 15,373 

Note: Approximately once per year, panelists who have not participated in multiple 

consecutive waves or who did not complete an annual profiling survey are removed from the 

panel. Panelists also become inactive if they ask to be removed from the panel.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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and 2017. Across these three surveys, a total of 19,718 adults were invited to join the ATP, of whom 

9,942 agreed to participate.  

In August 2018, the ATP switched from telephone to address-based recruitment. Invitations were 

sent to a random, address-based sample of households selected from the U.S. Postal Service’s 

Delivery Sequence File. In each household, the adult with the next birthday was asked to go online 

to complete a survey, at the end of which they were invited to join the panel. For a random half-

sample of invitations, households without internet access were instructed to return a postcard. 

These households were contacted by telephone and sent a tablet if they agreed to participate. A 

total of 9,396 were invited to join the panel, and 8,778 agreed to join the panel and completed an 

initial profile survey. The same recruitment procedure was carried out on August 19, 2019, from 

which a total of 5,900 were invited to join the panel and 4,720 agreed to join the panel and 

completed an initial profile survey. Another recruitment using the same procedure was carried out 

on June 1, 2020, from which a total of 1,865 were invited to join the panel and 1,636 agreed to join 

the panel and completed an initial profile survey. Of the 25,076 individuals who have ever joined 

the ATP, 15,373 remained active panelists and continued to receive survey invitations at the time 

this survey was conducted. 

The U.S. Postal Service’s Delivery Sequence File has been estimated to cover as much as 98% of 

the population, although some studies suggest that the coverage could be in the low 90% range.3 

The American Trends Panel never uses breakout routers or chains that direct respondents to 

additional surveys. 

 

 
3 AAPOR Task Force on Address-based Sampling. 2016. “AAPOR Report: Address-based Sampling.” 

https://www.aapor.org/Education-Resources/Reports/Address-based-Sampling.aspx
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Weighting 

The ATP data was weighted in 

a multistep process that 

accounts for multiple stages of 

sampling and nonresponse that 

occur at different points in the 

survey process. First, each 

panelist begins with a base 

weight that reflects their 

probability of selection for their 

initial recruitment survey (and 

the probability of being invited 

to participate in the panel in 

cases where only a subsample 

of respondents were invited). 

The base weights for panelists 

recruited in different years are 

scaled to be proportionate to 

the effective sample size for all 

active panelists in their cohort. 

To correct for nonresponse to the initial recruitment surveys and gradual panel attrition, the base 

weights for all active panelists are calibrated to align with the population benchmarks identified in 

the accompanying table to create a full-panel weight.  

For ATP waves in which only a subsample of panelists are invited to participate, a wave-specific 

base weight is created by adjusting the full-panel weights for subsampled panelists to account for 

any differential probabilities of selection for the particular panel wave. For waves in which all 

active panelists are invited to participate, the wave-specific base weight is identical to the full-

panel weight. 

In the final weighting step, the wave-specific base weights for panelists who completed the survey 

are again calibrated to match the population benchmarks specified above. These weights are 

trimmed (typically at about the 1st and 99th percentiles) to reduce the loss in precision stemming 

from variance in the weights. Sampling errors and test of statistical significance take into account 

the effect of weighting.  

 

Weighting dimensions 

Variable Benchmark source 

Age x Gender 

Education x Gender 

Education x Age 

Race/Ethnicity x Education 

Born inside vs. outside the U.S. among 
Hispanics and Asian Americans 

Years lived in the U.S. 

2018 American Community Survey 

Census region x Metro/Non-metro 2019 CPS March Supplement 

Volunteerism 2017 CPS Volunteering & Civic Life 
Supplement 

Voter registration 2018 CPS Voting and Registration 
Supplement 

Party affiliation Average of the three most recent Pew 
Research Center telephone surveys 

Frequency of internet use 

 

ATP 2020 ABS recruitment survey 

Note: Estimates from the ACS are based on non-institutionalized adults. Voter registration is 

calculated using procedures from Hur, Achen (2013) and rescaled to include the total U.S. 

adult population. The ATP 2020 ABS recruitment survey featured 1,862 online completions 

and 2,247 mail survey completions.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that 

would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey: 

   

Group 
Unweighted 
sample size Plus or minus … 

Total sample 9,220 1.7 percentage points 

   

Rep/Lean Rep 3,818 2.5 percentage points 

Dem/Lean Dem 5,221 2.4 percentage points 

   

   

Among Rep/Lean Rep   

Only Fox News and/or 
talk radio 1,298 4.1 percentage points 

Fox News/talk radio and 
other sources 359 7.6 percentage points 

No Fox News/talk radio; 
only other sources 768 5.5 percentage points 

None of the sources 1,393 4.3 percentage points 

   

Among Dem/Lean Dem   

Only MSNBC, CNN, NPR, 
NY Times and/or Wash. 
Post 2,123 3.7 percentage points 

MSNBC, CNN, NPR, NY 
Times or Wash. Post 
and other sources 1,550 4.6 percentage points 

No MSNBC, CNN, NPR, 
NY Times or Wash. Post; 
only other sources 606 6.7 percentage points 

None of the sources 942 5.2 percentage points 

 

Sample sizes and sampling errors for other subgroups are available upon request. In addition to 

sampling error, one should bear in mind that question wording and practical difficulties in 

conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of opinion polls. 
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