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Introduction 

A s soon as their days begin, news finds them. A CNN alert flashes across a smartphone screen, a tap to a Feedly icon  

 pumps out a steady flow of top stories, and a Facebook check brings up a meme with a satirical twist on a 

Congressional debate. In an early morning class, an instructor uses a breaking news story from The New York Times to start 

a discussion on election meddling, and over lunch, two friends pore over news of a school shooting.  

For many college students in America today, the news is an overwhelming hodgepodge of headlines, posts, alerts, tweets, 

visuals, and conversations that stream at them throughout the day. While some stories come from news sites students 

choose to follow, other content arrives uninvited, tracking the digital footprints that many searchers inevitably leave behind. 

But news consumption for most students is not entirely random or passive. In the course of any given day, some may take a 

deep dive into a story that piques their interest. They may spend hours Googling a topic to learn more. Others will explore a 

current controversy and may get different sides of an argument from a YouTube clip and then validate information with a 

search of a mainstream and reliable news site, trying to figure out whatõs credible, whatõs true. Most recognize that 

engaging with news requires effort to assemble, evaluate, and interpret news content as itõs delivered in the 21st century. 

Although many make this extra effort, others do not. 

News plays a critical role in helping students navigate and understand the world, engage with social and learning 

communities, and participate in a democracy, but few studies have examined how college-age students find and use news. 

Today, choices for news are profuse and objective coverage is increasingly mixed in with a deluge of poorer-quality online 

content and misinformation, making the need to understand news access and engagement behaviors even more urgent. 

In the small but growing pool of research literature, two studies stand out. There is the much-discussed study from 2016 of 

college students and their inability to differentiate òfake newsó from "real news.ó1 The following year, the Knight Foundation 

conducted qualitative research on how young people find, verify, and ultimately, trust, the news.2 Many questions remain, 

however, as to what role news plays in studentsõ lives and how they stay current, if they can, in a world where news never 

rests.  

Three questions guided this research study: 

1. How do students conceptualize what constitutes ònewsó and how do they keep up, if they can? 

2. How do students interact with and experience news when using social media networks? 

3. How do students determine the currency, authority, and credibility of news content they encounter from both 

traditional news sites and new media sites? 

Project Information Literacy (PIL), a national research institute, investigated these questions in a mixed-methods study 

conducted during 2017 and 2018. A sample of 5,844 respondents returned an online survey administered at 11 U.S. 

colleges, universities, and community colleges. Thirty-seven follow-up telephone interviews and write-in responses to an 

open-ended question from more than 1,600 survey respondents provided qualitative data about their opinions and 

perspectives. A computational analysis of Twitter data from 731 survey respondents and a larger Twitter panel of more than 

135,000 college-age persons provided observational data about news sharing behaviors.3, 4 

1. Sam Wineburg, Sarah McGrew, Joel Breakstone, and Teresa Ortega, "Evaluating Information: The Cornerstone of Civic Online Reason," Stanford History Education Group 

(November 16, 2016): https://purl.stanford.edu/fv751yt5934  

2. Mary Madden, Amanda Lenhart, and Claire Fontaine, òHow Youth Navigate the News Landscape,ó Knight Foundation (March 1, 2017):  

https://www.knightfoundation.org/reports/how-youth-navigate-the-news-landscape 

https://purl.stanford.edu/fv751yt5934
https://www.knightfoundation.org/reports/how-youth-navigate-the-news-landscape
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The purpose of this study was to better understand the preferences, practices, and motivations of young news consumers, 

while focusing on what students actually do, rather than what they do not do. As a demographic group, college students are 

an important subset of the adult cohort of news consumers. To a large extent, the news habits young adults have today will 

determine the future of news production. Understanding how journalism will fulfill its role in the service of democracy rests 

on a deeper knowledge of how young people gather, assess, and critically engage with news now and what role news plays 

in their lives. 

Most significantly, this studyõs findings suggest the news diet of young news consumers is both multi-modal and multi-

social; news comes from their peers and professors about as much as from social media platforms during a given week. 

Most students know a free press is essential in a democracy, and, yet, the deep political polarization occurring in this 

country has made them suspicious of biased reporting. Some question the proliferation of òfast newsó ñ oversimplified and 

fragmentary coverage spewed across social media platforms. And, for many, engaging with news has become hard work, 

requiring students to evaluate everything they hear or read for truth and objectivity, whether itõs from a Facebook post, a 

conversation with a friend, or a news tweet on their smartphones.  

Findings in this report are presented as five research takeaways, rich in quantitative and qualitative details. These 

takeaways are meant to inform readers about the practices, challenges, workarounds, and frustrations of young news 

consumers. They are also the basis for six actionable recommendations for journalists, educators, and librarians, as well as 

other stakeholders in the information industries, as they grapple with the challenge of credibility in the current media 

environment, and consider possibilities for making todayõs students more effective and efficient news consumers. To 

explore the implications of this studyõs findings, a small group of leading thinkers in education, libraries, media research, 

and journalism, provided concise commentaries that are featured at the end of this report. ×  

 

 

 

3. Since Twitter has an API and user data is accessible (and Facebook does not), we are using Twitter data in our computational analysis. 

4. Data from the large-panel Twitter dataset was provided courtesy of the Lazer Lab, Northeastern University, where Kenny Joseph, Ph.D., the data scientist for this research 

study, was employed as a post-doctoral student during 2017/18. 
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Five Research Takeaways 

5. Prior research from Project Information Literacy found survey respondents (N = 8,353) enrolled at 25 U.S. colleges and universities had searched for personal news in the 

previous six months more than for anything else. Alison J. Head and Michael B. Eisenberg, "How College Students Use the Web to Conduct Everyday Life Research," First 

Monday, 16,4, (April 2011), http://firstmonday.org/article/view/3484/2857   

6. The phrase òpathways to newsó was used by the American Press Institute in its 2015 report on millennials and news seeking, òMillennialsõ Nuanced Paths to News and 

Information,ó American Press Institute  (March 16, 2015): https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-

information/  and by Pew Research Center in their 2016 report about news seeking: Amy Mitchell, Jeffrey Gottfried, Michael Barthel, and Elisa Shearer, òThe Modern News 

Consumer,ó Pew Research Center (July 7, 2016): http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/07/pathways -to-news/. Similarly, the phrase is used in this report to avoid confusion 

with terms like òplatformsó and òsourcesó to describe studentsõ methods of getting news. 

7. Only 5% of the respondents had gotten news from two or fewer pathways to news in the preceding week.  

Takeaway #1: There are many pathways to news ñ not only on social media. 

News is woven into the fabric of college studentsõ lives.5 It often arrives in a variety of ways at a momentõs notice from a 

news feed, a Facebook post, or in a conversation with a classmate. More than two-thirds (67%) of the survey respondents 

had received news during the past week from five of the pathways to news6 listed in Figure 1.7 Not all of these methods for 

receiving news, however, were used with equal frequency. Among respondents, the most common way of getting news was 

discussions with peers (93%) whether face-to-face or online via text, email, or direct messaging on social media. Many had 

also become aware of news stories in college classes; seven in 10 said that in the past week they had learned of news in 

their discussions with instructors or professors. 

Figure 1: How students got their news from different pathways 

Percentages are calculated per category based on the total number of respondents that provided an answer. 

http://firstmonday.org/article/view/3484/2857
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/07/pathways-to-news/
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Like so many other young news consumers today, almost all of the students in this study (89%) had picked up news during 

the last week from social media. About three-quarters (72%) had gotten news from their accounts at least once a day. In 

this richly social realm, students logged on to find their feeds included a jumble of bite-sized headlines and images and 

videos from friends, interest groups, traditional media institutions, or all content distributed by algorithms, i.e., computer 

programs that govern information flows. In the words of one social and behavioral sciences major, òI get all my news from 

social media. When I hear about news from people, Iõve already heard about it from my feed, people are like my secondary 

news sources.ó  

When asked specifically which social media networks they had gotten news from during the last week, seven in 10 (71%) 

students said Facebook (Figure 2). Almost half as many of the same respondents (45%) had gotten news from the social 

network behemoth at least once a day. Social media networks primarily featuring visual multimedia (still and moving 

images) also had some draw; at least half of the respondents cited YouTube (54%), Instagram (51%) or Snapchat (55%) as 

frequent pathways to news in the past week. To a lesser degree, students had gotten headlines or links to news stories 

through Twitter (42%), while far fewer (28%) had received news on this platform on a daily basis.  

Looking across these different platforms, the findings suggest that young news consumers are òmulti-socialó in their access 

and pathways to news on social media. Nearly two-thirds (65%) said they got news last week from three of the social media 

platforms listed in Figure 2. This finding speaks to the likely scenario that young adults have diverse pathways to news, and 

choose from a diverse menu of items that they regard as newsworthy. In other words, no one social media companyõs 

algorithm or curation strategy appears to entirely dominate the total news experience of most young news consumers.  

Figure 2: Social media networks as pathways to news 

Percentages are calculated per category based on the total number of respondents that provided an answer. 
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8. Katerina Eva Matsa, òFewer Americans Rely on TV News: What Type They Watch Varies by Who They 

Are,ó Pew Research Center (January 5, 2018): http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/05/

fewer-americans-rely-on-tv-news-what-type-they-watch-varies-by-who-they-are/ ; Laura Hazard Owen, 

òHereõs Who Gets News from TV: The Elderly Again, Pew Finds (Again),ó Nieman Lab, Harvard University 

(January 8, 2018): http://www.niemanlab.org/2018/01/heres -who-gets-news-from-tv-the-elderly-pew-

finds-again/ 

9. The Pew Research Center has reported that 17% of Americans 12 and older had listened to a podcast 

during the past week,  òAudio and Podcasting Sheet,ó Pew Research Center (July 12, 2018): http://

www.journalism.org/fact-sheet/audio-and-podcasting/  

In stark contrast, very few survey respondents (1.6%) had not received 

news from any one of the nine social media platforms listed in Figure 2 

during the preceding week. Some had never signed up for a social media 

account. Once they were in college, though, such abstainers learned they 

were at a òdisadvantage,ó since they were unfamiliar with news from 

social media their classmates and professors discussed. Others were 

adamantly opposed to using social media; as one interviewee put it, 

ònews on Facebook is like junk food for the brain.ó 

But news gathering did not end with peer and class discussions or social 

media. Three-quarters of the respondents (76%) had received news from 

online newspaper sites in the last week, with far fewer (33%) getting 

news from print newspapers or magazines. In their comments, students 

mentioned using a stable of the same news sites that were a mix of 

traditional outlets, such as The New York Times, The Washington Post, or 

CNN, and news packaged for a Web-centric audience, such as BuzzFeed 

or Politico. Some had read news stories on sites such as these after 

learning about news items on social media; others turned to news sites to 

track local news about their town. 

Almost half (45%) had received news from television in the last week, 

whether it was real-time programming or segments posted on YouTube or 

elsewhere on the Web. This finding confirms prior research about the 

decline of younger adults watching news programming, a go-to for 

students only a couple of decades ago.8 Even fewer (37%) had received 

news from radio news broadcasts.  

Some students (28%) received news from podcasts in the preceding 

week. While podcast usage may seem low compared to the other 

pathways to news listed in Figure 1, listening to podcasts came in 

substantially higher in this study than recent studies have reported.9  

In their interviews and comments, students mentioned tuning in while 

commuting to and from campus and listening to shows, such as 

òEmbedded,ó òDemocracy Now!ó or òPod Save America.ó Podcasts, such 

as these, let students dig deeper into stories, both their context and 

implications. In the words of one student, an arts and humanities major, 

òItõs almost like the mainstream media lies by omission, so I prefer to 

listen to podcasts, especially shows on NPR, which are the most credible 

news sources.ó 

In Focus: News in the classroom 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/05/fewer-americans-rely-on-tv-news-what-type-they-watch-varies-by-who-they-are/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/05/fewer-americans-rely-on-tv-news-what-type-they-watch-varies-by-who-they-are/
http://www.niemanlab.org/2018/01/heres-who-gets-news-from-tv-the-elderly-pew-finds-again/
http://www.niemanlab.org/2018/01/heres-who-gets-news-from-tv-the-elderly-pew-finds-again/
http://www.journalism.org/fact-sheet/audio-and-podcasting/
http://www.journalism.org/fact-sheet/audio-and-podcasting/
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Multimodal and multi-social 

Two major trends emerged from Takeaway #1. First, the survey findings challenge the simplistic and pervasive opinion that 

todayõs students10 are ònews-less.ó11 Instead, students in the sample reported receiving news from a range of different 

pathways to news on a weekly basis.12 Second, the interviews and comments suggest that the common experience with 

news involves engaging with intertwined layers, sometimes with variations on the same story popping up in multiple 

pathways and platforms. As one student, a social and behavioral sciences major, said during an interview: 

 News finds me through alerts on my phone and on social media. Like today, Trump announced he wasnõt going to 

 meet with Kim Jong-un and I got a lot of alerts about that. There was a CNN alert and once I opened Facebook it 

 notified me too. Sometimes if I have time in the  morning Iõll watch òCBS This Morning,ó and occasionally, Iõll look at 

 my Facebook updates. Today, I had at least five different posts about the same Trump story on Facebook. I also 

 read the Washington Post and the New York Times and the Boston Globe, because it has news about local politics 

 that Iõm interested in. 

As such sentiment suggests, and the survey findings confirm, many students have a news diet that is distinctly 

òmultimodal.ó Their news is a blend of headlines, stories, and video clips from social media networks, smartphone alerts, 

and online news sites, as well as from discussions with friends, classmates, and professors. Likewise, they are òmulti-

socialó in their access to news on social media, getting their news weekly from several social media platforms rather than 

just one. 

This portrait of todayõs young news consumer is revealing. It describes news seeking as an activity that involves both online 

and face-to-face interactions. Some students said they had heard about news through exchanges with professors, and 

actively dug deeper after class to learn more about a topic on their own or to complete an assignment.  

Others said they had compared snippets of a news story posted on social media with a more detailed account they had 

found online with a Google search that linked to news sites. They often clicked a link to a mainstream news site they 

trusted and òconsidered reliable,ó such as The New York Times or The Washington Post, and others, to validate the stories 

they heard or read, searched YouTube for footage or used Snopes, an independent and reliable fact-checking site.  

Still others said they cross-referenced news they thought was credible with a site that had different political leanings from 

their own, like Fox News, Breitbart News Network, or The Huffington Post. In doing so, students were consciously choosing 

to explore different sides of the same news story. Students like these often claimed that a multi-step verification process 

was necessary given the threat of misinformation in todayõs political climate, when the country is deeply divided between 

those who support the president and those who do not.13  

 

THE NEWS STUDY REPORT | OCTOBER 16, 2018 

10. Of course, not all young people attend college or university, and the authors of this report acknowledge the limits to the demographics of this study's cohort. However, it 

is worth noting that about two-thirds of this generation now enter post-secondary education of some sort in the United States after high school: òCollege Enrollment and Work 

Activity of Recent High School and College Graduates Summary,ó U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (April 26, 2018): https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm. In this 

studyõs exploratory analysis of high school seniors (N = 205), this percentage was higher, with 80% saying they planned to attend college right after graduation. 

11. Mark Mellman, òThe Young and the Newsless,ó The Hill, 27, 1 (January 27, 2015): http://thehill.com/opinion/mark -mellman/230946 -mark-mellman-the-young-and-the-

newsless. However, two research studies have disproven this claim, see: Op. cit òMillennialsõ Nuanced Paths to News and Information,ó in How Millennials Get News, 

American Press Institute (March 5, 2015): https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/   

12. The researchers for this study acknowledge that the survey sample was self-selected and students who did not follow or care about the news may have decided not to 

take the survey.  

13. It is important to note that the political composition of this studyõs sample, however, did not mirror the country as a whole. More of the respondents ñ 50% ñ identified as 

liberal or very liberal; 26% said they were moderate; 13% said they were conservative or very conservative. Judging from studentsõ comments and interviews their political 

affiliations were not necessarily set in stone. As one student summed it up, òI grew up Republican but identify socially as a Democrat, but I still have a lot to  

learn and prefer not to strongly identify as any one thing until I fully educate myself.ó  

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm
http://thehill.com/opinion/mark-mellman/230946-mark-mellman-the-young-and-the-newsless
http://thehill.com/opinion/mark-mellman/230946-mark-mellman-the-young-and-the-newsless
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
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Notwithstanding their efforts, students still found the pathways to news they used were vulnerable to bias, misinformation, 

and a blurring of opinion and facts. One student, a political science major, recalled how a mainstream news site focused on 

òTrump coming to save blue-collar coal miners and the coal industry,ó but when she explored further she found that the coal 

industry was suffering long-term economic problems for many reasons.  

Most young news consumers, like this one, knew they needed to invest time in critically evaluating, assembling, and 

interpreting news from different pathways to news in order to get the full story. As one student majoring in life and physical 

sciences summed it up, òI spend more time trying to find an unbiased site than I do reading the news I find.ó 

14. Antonis Kalogeropoulos and Nic Newman, òI Saw the News on Facebook: Brand Attribution When Accessing News From Distributed Environments,ó Reuters Institute for 

Study of Journalism, University of Oxford (2017): https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/i-saw-news-facebook-brand-attribution-when-accessing-news-

distributed-environments; Amy Mitchell, Jeffrey Gottfried, Elisa Shearer, and Kristine Lu, òHow Americans Encounter, Recall and Act Upon Digital News,ó Pew Research 

Center (February 9, 2017): http://www.journalism.org/2017/02/09/how -americans-encounter-recall-and-act-upon-digital-news/ 

Takeaway #2: News knows no personal boundaries, so students follow selectively. 

Students live in a world where news never sleeps. Whether passively or actively engaging with news, students, like so many 

of the rest of us, are inundated with a stream of print and video snippets, many from questionable and ambiguous pathways 

to news whose sources they cannot identify or recall.14 The sample of students in this study was no different ñ more than 

two-thirds (68%) said the sheer amount of news available to them was overwhelming, and half (51%) agreed it was difficult 

to identify the most important news stories on any given day. 

Most students were frustrated by the fire hose of news that they found ñ and that found them ñ on their mobile devices. In 

an interview, for instance, a biochemistry major described being so òshockedó by a news alert on her phone about North 

Koreaõs missile testing that she and her lab partner immediately stopped their experiment to read the news. Another 

student, a life and physical sciences major, said she resented the intrusive news posting on her Facebook account: 

 News interrupts my life a lot, especially when Iõm on Facebook and Iõm looking at friendsõ pictures and enjoying 

 myself and then there's videos about violence in Gaza and I think, òOh God, I can't avoid news!ó I've read that news 

 like this can desensitize us and we have to compartmentalize all these images that are just thrown up on social 

 media; I just wish there were more warnings or you could choose to view it or not. 

Very few students (8%) in this study reported that they did not follow news. As a junior at a large public university advised: òA 

low-information diet is incredibly beneficial if you are trying to remain focused on goals ñ news is stressful and has little 

impact on the day-to-day routines ñ use it for class assignments, avoid it otherwise.ó While a few students like this one 

practiced news abstinence, such students were rare.  

Keeping up 

Out of necessity, many more students said they had developed strategies and techniques for navigating the news 

landscape and managing the onslaught of a never-ending news cycle. During the interviews, students said they relied on 

news digests to keep current, such as the Skimm, BuzzFeedõs òTop Five,ó or updates provided by Snapchat, Apple News, or 

òsmartó devices like the Amazon Echo.  

News digests, they said, were trusted gatekeepers that filtered and identified the most important stories (at least as 

identified by the providers) and kept them aware of what was happening in the world around them, in case news came up 

in discussions with friends or in class. As a senior majoring in social and behavioral sciences explained: 

 A digest of top news stories is definitely in our formula of what makes a good news source, since we often just feel 

 so inundated with all the information that's available on the Web ñ all the different news sources we can go to. But 

 to have news in a small, simple, digestible form where if you're interested in a story you can go and read more 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/i-saw-news-facebook-brand-attribution-when-accessing-news-distributed-environments
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/i-saw-news-facebook-brand-attribution-when-accessing-news-distributed-environments
http://www.journalism.org/2017/02/09/how-americans-encounter-recall-and-act-upon-digital-news/
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 about it and if you're not you just go to the next item. Digests are a more accessible format and allows you to 

 consume the news and feel like you've gotten a full, 360-degree understanding  about what's going on in the world 

 in a very short amount of time without having to thumb through some newspaper or get lost on Google looking for 

 the top stories of the day, like the New York Times does a morning briefing ñ I try to read that every day. 

Students, as a whole, were interested in a range of news topics, but most ignored stories that did not serve their individual 

needs or interests on some level.15 More than anything, survey respondents had read updates about the traffic and weather 

(90%) during the preceding week, with two-thirds (66%) of the same students checking this information at least once a day 

(Figure 3).  

15. The news topics listed in Figure 4 have been adopted and modified, with thanks, from òMillennialsõ Nuanced Paths to News and Information,ó in How Millennials Get 

News, American Press Institute (March 5, 2015): https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/ 

Figure 3: News topics students engaged with during the past week 

Percentages are calculated per category based on the total number of respondents that provided an answer. 

https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
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16. Throughout our pre-study focus groups, students in each discussion brought 

up political memes as ònewsó that they engaged with and followed. While this 

definition did not comport with our original survey plans, we revised our survey to 

collect data about which topics students considered ònewsworthy,ó so we could 

better understand how they defined news today. We acknowledge that political 

satire has been around forever. Some 2400 years ago, Aristophanes ridiculed 

Athenian leaders and their conduct of the Peloponnesian War. Benjamin Franklin 

was, perhaps, one of this countryõs first popular satirists. See Chapter 3, òNews 

Parody, Satire, Remix,ó in Adrienne Russell, Networked: A Contemporary History 

of News in Transition, Polity: Cambridge, 2011.  

17. òMost Important Problem 2018,ó Gallup (2018): https://news.gallup.com/

poll/1675/most -important-problem.aspx 

Nearly as many respondents had followed news about 

national government and politics (89%), while more than 

half (51%) had checked on political news at least once a 

day. Roughly eight in 10 students took in political memes 

(82%), humorous images, videos, or text, because they 

appreciated the amplifying quality of satire about certain 

political events.16 

At the same time, students had followed stories on crime 

and public safety (78%), international issues (77%), local 

news about their town (72%), or environmental and 

natural disasters (68%). As one student explained:  

 Iõm looking for news that really affects me, thatõs 

 what I seek out, thatõs what prompts me to click a 

 link. When I see something about Planned 

 Parenthood is trending, that's something that as 

 a woman, is important to me, so I'll want to read 

 more about it. If I see something like a global 

 crisis or something like the Flint water issue, I'll 

 read more stuff that shows how I can help 

 because that's important to me, too. But I donõt 

 care about sports, they're just boring, it's not 

 necessary to know. 

During the months when this survey was administered, 

many students were interested in coverage about race 

and immigration (75%) ñ and so were many others 

outside of this studyõs sample. A 2018 Gallup survey 

found more Americans had identified òdissatisfaction with 

government/poor leadership,ó òimmigration/illegal 

aliens,ó and òrace relations/racismó as the most 

important problems facing the United States.17  

Together, these findings help to explain why so many 

respondents agreed with statements that news was 

òinformation useful to me in my lifeó (83%) and that 

ò[news] helps me understand the worldó (73%). At the 

In Focus: The dynamics of the political news cycle 

* Op. cit òMillennialsõ Nuanced Paths to News and Information,ó in How Millennials 

Get News, American Press Institute (March 5, 2015): https://

www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-

paths-to-news-and-information/   

À Thomas E. Patterson, òNews Coverage of Donald Trumpõs First 100 Days,ó Faculty 

Research Working Paper Series, RWP17-040, Harvard Kennedy School (September 

2017): https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/news-coverage-donald-trumps-

first-100-days.  

https://news.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/survey-research/millennials-paths-to-news-and-information/
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/news-coverage-donald-trumps-first-100-days
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/news-coverage-donald-trumps-first-100-days
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same time, students often looked for news related to their academic interests. Education majors, for instance, appear to 

view education news more frequently than students majoring in other fields. More than half of the education majors (51%) 

had viewed news on schools and education once or twice a day, while less than a third of math majors (29%) had read 

about the same topics over the past several days.  

One explanation in the interest in following education and schools may be increased coverage about gun violence and 

schools; many students mentioned school shootings in their interviews. But the trend of students keeping up with news 

related to their majors was consistent beyond event-driven and breaking news stories. For instance, more than two-fifths of 

the computer science majors (44%) had gotten news about science and technology on a daily basis in the preceding week, 

while arts and humanities (24%) or education majors (21%) had viewed STEM stories far less often.  

One of the more intriguing results from the survey was the lower percentage of respondents ñ 56% ñ that had followed 

sports news in the preceding week, relative to how much respondents followed other news topics listed in Figure 3. Notably, 

a higher percentage of males (63%) in the sample followed sports than did females (53%), which supports the popular 

stereotype of more males being avid sports fans.18 

An explanation for the relatively low percentage of sports news fans may be that interest in traditional sports coverage is 

experiencing a downturn. In the follow-up interviews, both male and female participants said they did not follow sports news 

so they could conserve time to use elsewhere in their busy lives.19 As one student stated, òI just don't have time, but say I 

do have 10 extra minutes, I'm going to look up news about pressing issues beyond my major about foreign policy news 

rather than sports." 

Others said they followed sports news only when a championship was happening, like the World Cup, Olympics, Super Bowl, 

or NBA Finals; others followed humorous things that had happened on the playing field or sports controversies that 

overlapped with news about politics, race, or social justice. As a female student enrolled at a private college said: 

 I'll watch the Super Bowl but mostly for the commercials. The only time I'll really engage with sports news is when 

 it's not really about sports, so like the NFL players kneeling during the national anthem. But that's more of a 

 political protest than sports, so that's probably why I find it interesting. 

18. According to one studyõs results, males were twice as likely as females to be involved in and interested in sports. Part of the reason is that of 235 sports open to males, 

only 50 were also played by women around the globe. See Robert O. Deaner and Brandt A. Smith, òSex Differences in Sports Across Gender in 50 Societies,ó Cross-Cultural 

Research, 47, 268-309 (2013): http://www4.gvsu.edu/DEANERR/Deaner%20&%20Smith%202013%20Sex%20differences%20in%20sports%20across%2050%

20societies.pdf 

19. Dan Singer, òWe Are Wrong About Millennial Sports Fans,ó McKinsey and Company (October, 2017): https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/media-and-entertainment/

our-insights/we-are-wrong-about-millennial-sports-fans; Alex Evans and Gil Moran, òL.E.K. Sports Survey ñ Digital Engagement Part One: Sports and the ôMillennial 

Problemõó (March 15, 2017): https://www.lek.com/sites/default/files/insights/pdf -attachments/1912_Sports_Survey_Part_1a.pdf  

Defining news broadly 

It is clear from the findings presented in Takeaway #2 that this generation of young news consumers defines ònews contentó 

more broadly than previous generations. Prior to the Web, news was divided into distinct categories of newsprint and 

straight network broadcasts. News placement was vetted by journalists to reflect its importance, with the biggest stories of 

the day telegraphed with larger fonts and headlines that are òabove the foldó in print newspapers. 

But on the Web, stories of all kinds can show up anywhere and information and news are all mixed together. Light features 

rotate through prominent spots on the "page" with the same weight as breaking news, sports coverage, and investigative 

pieces, even on mainstream news sites. Advertorial "features" and opinion pieces are not always clearly identified in digital 

spaces.  

http://www4.gvsu.edu/DEANERR/Deaner%20&%20Smith%202013%20Sex%20differences%20in%20sports%20across%2050%20societies.pdf
http://www4.gvsu.edu/DEANERR/Deaner%20&%20Smith%202013%20Sex%20differences%20in%20sports%20across%2050%20societies.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/media-and-entertainment/our-insights/we-are-wrong-about-millennial-sports-fans
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/media-and-entertainment/our-insights/we-are-wrong-about-millennial-sports-fans
https://www.lek.com/sites/default/files/insights/pdf-attachments/1912_Sports_Survey_Part_1a.pdf
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Studentsõ engagement with news content reflected this anything-goes news landscape in the 21st century. On the whole, in 

interviews and comments, they mentioned an assortment of topics that qualified as being newsworthy to them: Kim Jong-

unõs missile testing, political memes, daily traffic and weather reports, the òMarch for our Lives,ó and Roseanne Barr's20 

racist tweets.  

While many college students appeared, on one level, to be idealistic about the role of news in society, it was revealing to 

learn what types of political news they engaged with on social media. In the preceding week, most students (82%) had 

viewed a political meme ñ humorous images, satirical videos, or pieces of text that often connect a current event with pop 

culture. For many, political memes provided a much-needed dose of humor in the midst of news about the worldõs serious 

problems and tumultuous times. 

20. The story about Roseanne Barr broke in May when we were conducting follow-up interviews, not when we were administering the survey. 

21. We acknowledge that political satire has been around forever. Some 2400 years ago, Aristophanes ridiculed Athenian leaders and their conduct of the Peloponnesian 

War. Benjamin Franklin was, perhaps, one of this countryõs first popular satirists. See Chapter 3, òNews Parody, Satire, Remix,ó in Adrienne Russell, Networked: A 

Contemporary History of News in Transition, Polity: Cambridge (2011).  

22. Adrienne Russell, Networked: A Contemporary History of News in Transition (Cambridge: Polity, 2011); Jeffrey C. Alexander, Elizabeth Butler Breese, and Maria  

Luengo (eds.), The Crisis of Journalism Reconsidered: Democratic Culture, Professional Codes, Digital Futures, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (2016).  

A collection of widely circulated memes in 2018 were inspired by a photo of Donald Trump and Angela Merkel at the G7 Summit 

in Quebec in June 2018 (Photograph: Jesco Denzel/AFP/Getty Images. Used with permission, Getty Images).  

As one student, a health sciences major, explained, òPolitical memes, while crudish, begin important conversations.ó Others 

considered memes a natural springboard for òresearching fact vs. fiction or opinion vs. reality.ó Still others, though far 

fewer, avoided political memes all together since they saw they as dangerous and powerful weapons for spreading 

misinformation. 

Whatever their motivations, many students considered political memes ònewsworthyó on some level. These findings suggest 

satire is an integral part of the college studentsõ lives, as reflected in many studentsõ comments referencing Stephen 

Colbert, John Oliver, and Trevor Noah, and their late night shows.21  Some students recognized, however, that not everyone 

appreciates satire in the era of alternative facts. In the words of one political science major, òMy grandmother, and most 

adults her age, think news is something very serious; she really doesnõt appreciate the humor as much as someone my age 

does.ó 

Takeaway #3: Tension exists between idealized views of journalism and a distrust of news. 

A new vernacular of media terms, from òtweetsó and òlikesó to òcitizen journalismó and òclickbait,ó exemplify how 

dramatically news distribution has changed in just a decade, or two. But this change is not only in how news is spread, but 

also in how it is reported. Technological changes have come to news production at a time of shrinking newsrooms. There 

are fewer reporters and diminished newsroom capacity.22 Moreover, these changes are all happening precisely at a 

moment of increased scrutiny from the White House and political factions questioning the veracity, relevance, and possible 

journalistic bias of news coverage. 



 

  

 

         14 

THE NEWS STUDY REPORT | OCTOBER 16, 2018 

Despite this profound shift within the news industry, the long-standing core principles of journalism ñ truth, accuracy, 

independence and fairness ñ resonated with students in this study. Most survey respondents agreed that news was 

important in a democracy (82%), while another three-fifths agreed that following the news is a civic responsibility (63%). As 

one science major explained:  

 The news makes people talk about what is going on in life, and even fake news creates conversations! Talking is 

 the hallmark of democracy, and the news makes people talk about important issues. Who would speak for the 

 community and marginalized groups if the news wasnõt present? People should follow the news, they should know 

 what is going on in the world. 

When asked what constitutes ònews,ó about two-thirds agreed with statements that news òconsists of objective reporting of 

factsó (65%) and is òfactual stories that grab my interestó (67%) (Figure 4). In their interviews and comments, some students 

discussed the importance of knowing ògood from bad news sources,ó while others said they looked for news from òtrusted 

sourcesó with an established history of reporting news in òa decently fair way.ó 

These findings suggest many college students have a strong allegiance to an idealized version of journalism. And because of 

this perspective, one distinctly revealing thread running throughout this study was the persistent dissatisfaction students 

had with the quality of news available to them. During the interviews, one studentõs comment captured the ambivalence 

that many others expressed about the quality of todayõs news: òIt is really hard to know what is real in today's society; there 

are a lot of news sources and it is difficult to trust any of them.ó 

Figure 4: How students define the role of news in their lives 

Responses of òstrongly agreeó and òsomewhat agreeó have been conflated into a category for òagree.ó  

Percentages calculated per category, based on the total of number of respondents that provided an answer.  
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Exploring this topic in the follow-up interviews and survey write-in comments, several factors, as students described them, 

drove a significant minorityõs distrust of the news. More than anything, students mentioned the òfake newsó phenomenon23 

in their comments and interviews, particularly its far-reaching impact on peopleõs ability to distinguish truthful and accurate 

news coverage from misinformation and outright lies. A few referenced òfake newsó as being part of an agenda linked to 

spurious comments made by the White House about journalists being the òenemy of the people.ó24 Many more echoed 

similar concerns saying they òtook news with a grain of salt.ó 

Some (36%) said they agreed that the threat of òôfake newsõ had made them distrust the credibility of any news.ó Almost half 

(45%) lacked confidence with discerning òreal newsó from òfake news,ó and only 14% said they were òvery confidentó that 

they could detect òfake news.ó While many acknowledged that òfake newsó is not new, and propaganda and misinformation 

have always been a component of news content since the early days of journalism, many mentioned other forces at work 

eroding the quality of news today during their interviews and write-in comments.  

23. For purposes of this study, òfake newsó is defined as patently untrue and made-up news created with the intention of deceiving others, often for monetary or political 

gains, or both. We recognize that the term òfake newsó is highly problematic. But we use it because the term is commonly used in public discourse and its wide usage affects 

the attitudes of news consumers, even if its definition is politically fraught and imprecise from a social scientific perspective.  

24. For an example of Trumpõs ongoing criticism of the press, see Philip Rucker, òTrump Accuses ôVery Unpatrioticõ Journalists of Putting the ôLives of Manyõ in Peril,ó 

Washington Post (July 29, 2018): https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-says-he-called-media-enemy-of-the-people-in-meeting-with-ny-times-

publisher/2018/07/29/fec5adee -9330-11e8-810c-5fa705927d54_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1b0c060722d4  

Social media backlash 

Beyond òfake news,ó some students were highly critical of an increasing avalanche of news that appeals to news 

consumersõ emotions rather than conveying credible facts. Some questioned the technologies that enabled, even 

encouraged, the rapid spread of lower quality online content and misinformation. As one student majoring in business 

administration explained: 

 The pace of news has definitely changed and it began with the 2016 presidential election. People were throwing out 

 opinions as fact, left and right, about Clinton and Trump. Thousands of comments would appear within minutes of 

 the pictures or videos that were posted online about both candidates. We saw how fast social media can work in 

 that arena and how it can really divide people, too. People unfriended friends and got into terrible fights because of 

 the posts. It got so crazy and people talked about things they might not normally talk about, like abortion and 

 politics. 

Other students voiced their concerns about getting their news from social media platforms, and they recognized the 

limitations of the likes of Facebook or Twitter as a news delivery system. There was considerable distrust of news items 

posted on social media as they were incomplete and disembodied from the originating source.  

Almost three-fourths of the survey sample (72%) agreed that without knowing the source of the news ñ where a news item 

originated ñ they could not trust a news item. When making decisions about credibility, students were far more likely to use 

the media source as a proxy for quality rather than the individual journalist. As one arts and humanities major said in an 

interview, òThe fact that people consider news on social media as news is the most troubling fact, I mean nine times out of 

ten, a headline is only designed for ôclickbaitõ for ad revenue ñ I donõt use or trust news on social media.ó  And as another 

student in an occupational training program put it, there is òa blur between credible and opinionated sources, making social 

media a strong platform for spreading opinion and entirely false news.ó  

Still others critiqued the pace of the news cycle or what one student called, òfast news.ó Fast news, according to one first-

year student, was the minimalist presentation of news and information on social media that oversimplifies and omits critical 

information while feeding to the spread of fragmentary news coverage:  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-says-he-called-media-enemy-of-the-people-in-meeting-with-ny-times-publisher/2018/07/29/fec5adee-9330-11e8-810c-5fa705927d54_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1b0c060722d4
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-says-he-called-media-enemy-of-the-people-in-meeting-with-ny-times-publisher/2018/07/29/fec5adee-9330-11e8-810c-5fa705927d54_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1b0c060722d4
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 We live in this time where our attention spans are 

 even less. Think of Snapchat: we look at an image 

 about the news for 10 seconds and then it's gone. 

 Instagram stories? You can find something and it 

 disappears in 24 hours. Vine started out by posting 

 seven-second videos. People expect things to be funny 

 really fast or interesting really fast, and same with 

 news ñ teenagers want news that's quickly 

 interesting, quickly eye catching. That's so 

 detrimental to news and the culture of news right 

 now. It takes time to be well-informed and to get the 

 whole story. Fast news oversimplifies. It cuts out a 

 lot of the important details, especially when news 

 coverage tries to be like a social media post. 

At the same time, other students were dissatisfied with an 

increased bias in news reporting. While two-thirds (66%) of 

the respondents agreed with the statement that òjournalists 

make mistakes but generally try to get their news stories 

correct,ó many were still suspicious of news organizations 

that injected bias into stories solely for profit; as one student 

said in a write-in comment, òTheir end goal is selling 

advertising.ó  

Many of the students who were interviewed said they gave 

little credence to journalists. Most had little regard for 

bylines or who individual journalists were, and almost half of 

the survey respondents (49%) agreed that journalists 

deliberately inserted bias into their stories. As one student 

said in a write-in comment, òItõs the umbrella organization 

that gives the news legitimacy. I donõt really care about whoõs 

writing the story.ó Another said, òI never pay attention to the 

specific author of a news story, but I definitely avoid sites like 

Fox News.ó 

As a matter of recourse, some students in the study òread 

the news laterally,ó meaning they used sources elsewhere on 

the Internet to compare versions of a story in an attempt to 

verify its facts, bias, and ultimately, its credibility.25 When 

they were deciding whether to share news sources on social 

media, more than a third of the sample said they first 

compared news with different sources (37%) or read or 

viewed an entire news story from start to end (46%). As one 

student, a film major, said during an interview: 

À

ϟ 

À 

ϟ 

In Focus: Previewing Next-Gen news consumers 

25. For a discussion of lateral reading, see pages 38 - 40 of Sam Wineburg and 

Sarah McGrew, òLateral Reading: Reading Less and Learning More When 

Evaluating Digital Information,ó Stanford History Education Group Work Paper No. 

2017-A1 (October 6, 2017): http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3048994   

https://digiday.com/media/5-things-learned-snapchat-discover/
https://www.recode.net/2018/3/2/17068038/snapchat-discover-redesign-algorithm-traffic-publishers
https://www.recode.net/2018/3/2/17068038/snapchat-discover-redesign-algorithm-traffic-publishers
https://techcrunch.com/2017/08/22/teens-favoring-snapchat-and-instagram-over-facebook-says-emarketer/
https://techcrunch.com/2017/08/22/teens-favoring-snapchat-and-instagram-over-facebook-says-emarketer/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3048994
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 I really donõt trust any news source and that is why I talk to my peers and professors to see what others think and 

 to see if it might be a bogus story or not. People have to fact check and not accept or trust one news source as the 

 end-all-be-all, they need to create their own view of the news. No news source is entirely credible but I think you 

 can piece it together if you pull from enough different news sources. 

For most students, the traditional journalistic values still mattered, although many distrust certain pathways to news, 

particularly social media. When students struggled with these conflicting viewpoints, news content was all the more 

complicated for them to process ñ and made engaging with news more work than a leisurely pastime.  

When looking more deeply at why todayõs students were dissatisfied with journalism, three primary factors emerged from 

the Takeaway #3 data. First, the ongoing presence of a so-called òfake newsó phenomenon and cases of misinformation 

and outright lies threatened many studentsõ ability to tell òfakeó from òrealó news, and contributed to their distrust of news 

content. Second, the rise of fast news was considered a particularly pernicious influence on the quality of news available 

today. Third, students expressed concerns about news organizations injecting bias into coverage and playing on news 

consumersõ emotions as a way to increase profits.  

As a whole, the findings suggest that many students felt betrayed with news falling short of their ideals; they lamented that 

their trust in news had been eroded. In one studentõs words: òI donõt trust the news anymore. It all fills an agenda ñ thatõs a 

fact.ó 

26. Manuel Castells,  "Communication, Power and Counter-Power in the Network Society." International Journal of Communication, 1, 238-266 (2007): http://ijoc.org/

index.php/ijoc/article/view/46/35  

27. As mentioned, because Twitter has an API and user data are accessible (unlike Facebook), we are using Twitter data in our computational analysis. While 731 Twitter 

handles were collected from survey respondents, a subset of 663 were Twitter users who had shared news at some time since they had an account; 68 Twitter users (9%) 

were ònon-sharers.ó We acknowledge that Twitterõs user base is smaller and less generally representative of the population than that of Facebook. Yet Twitterõs user base 

does highly skew toward ages 18-24, which is exactly the target demographic of our study. See Aaron Smith and Monica Anderson, òSocial Media Use in 2018,ó Pew 

Research Center (March 1, 2018): http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/03/01/social -media-use-in-2018/   

Takeaway #4: Students share news on social media as stewards of whatõs important to know. 

Growing up with the ability to share and broadcast on social media is a characteristic that distinguishes this generation from 

others before them. Young news consumers are the first generation of students who have spent all of their adult lives with 

the full power of mass self-communication26 and with the speed, ease, wide choices, and socially optimized and shareable 

content afforded by contemporary social media.  

At colleges and universities throughout the country, campuses are filled with students empowered, and sometimes 

perplexed, by their individual broadcast capacity and multifarious channels for access and engagement. While most college 

students get a lot, though not all, of their news from social media, how they engage and share news from social media 

platforms is less known. 

Data from Twitter accounts provided voluntarily by survey respondents (N = 731) and from a larger panel dataset (N = 

135,891) were analyzed in this study to measure and contextualize how college students consumed and shared news.27 

These data have the advantage of allowing for observation-based insights, and therefore greater context, generated 

independently of the self-reported survey results.  

In this study, almost three-fifths of the survey respondents (58%) said they had shared or retweeted news in the preceding 

week about one of the 16 topics listed in Figure 5, and almost a quarter (23%) had shared news on a daily basis from social 

media. These results suggest just how broad and common the practice of sharing news may be, but the data also cast some 

http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/46/35
http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/46/35
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/03/01/social-media-use-in-2018/


 

  

 

         18 

THE NEWS STUDY REPORT | OCTOBER 16, 2018 

doubt on the prevalent stereotype of all students sharing dozens of news items a day. There are many who abstain, even if 

that is not the majority pattern.28  

28. Notably, the differences between their sharing activity on social media in the past week ñ 58% ñ and high percentage of students who identified discussions with peers 

as a pathway to news (93%). It may be that as these discussions with peers are less public and one-to-one, so they involve less risk than sharing news through social media 

as one-to-many broadcasts. In our survey questions, we did not differentiate between peer-to-peer messaging apps that are tied to social media platforms, such as Facebook 

Messenger and WhatsApp, and social media more generally. We acknowledge, however, a rise in the sharing of news through messaging apps. See Nic Newman, òNews in 

Social Media and Messaging Apps,ó Kantar Media/Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (September 2018): https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/

files/2018 -09/KM%20RISJ%20News%20in%20social%20media%20and%20messaging%20apps%20report%20_0.pdf  

Percentages are calculated per category based on the total number of respondents that provided an answer. 

Figure 5: News topics students shared on social media during the past week 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2018-09/KM%20RISJ%20News%20in%20social%20media%20and%20messaging%20apps%20report%20_0.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2018-09/KM%20RISJ%20News%20in%20social%20media%20and%20messaging%20apps%20report%20_0.pdf
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More than anything, students in this study had shared political memes (33%) and news about national politics (29%) in the 

preceding week. News on schools and education (26%) and lifestyle/hobbies (25%) were also shared. Fewer students had 

shared news about entertainment and celebrities (21%), local news (21%), race and immigration (21%), or sports (17%).  

Drilling down beyond the general level, results suggest that certain individual and demographic factors may have shaped 

and influenced sharing behavior for the students in this study. There were variations associated with political affiliation and 

gender. For example, in the survey data, respondents who identified as liberals shared twice as much news (28%) than did 

conservatives (14%) during the past week.  

When looking at the data from Twitter accounts provided by survey respondents, specifically, at the top 25 news sites 

shared by females (N = 472) and males (N = 180), clear gender differences emerged.29 First, more females (72%) than 

males (27%) shared news on Twitter. Second, more females shared news from sites such as buzzfeed.com, 

huffingtonpost.com, abcradio.com, or eonline.com. More males shared news from politico.com, twitch.tv, nba.com, or 

economist.com.30 Overall, females shared more celebrity and entertainment news, while males shared more gaming and 

sports news.31  

29. In this computational analysis of gender and sharing behaviors, the timeframe of studentsõ news sharing behavior is from the time they had first signed up for a Twitter 

account through May 2018. The analysis considered students that had shared at least one news link during this timeframe. The total N for this analysis is females (N = 472) 

and males (N =180) with the remaining 1% of the respondents identifying at òother.ó 

30. One of the most central complex tasks in this analysis has been defining ònewsó in order to examine sharing behavior on the social media platform. Of course, social 

media platforms, such as Twitter, allow for all forms of content to circulate. To identify news sites, PIL researchers hand-coded a list of randomly generated sites. 

Krippendorffõs alpha (KALPHA), the most rigorous means of testing intercoder reliability, was used to test the consistency of reviewersõ coding decisions. These results were 

used to verify a classification based on the sites indexed by Google News, which curates verified news sites. This allowed for focusing on news sites and volume shared with 

higher accuracy. 

31. Notably, these findings confirm respondentsõ behaviors for following sports news during the last week, i.e., when respondents were asked about whether they followed 

sports news in the past week, more males (63%) had than females (53%).  

Sharing and sharing alike 

Sharing on social media can involve young people in the public sphere in a variety of robust ways. Most notably, sharing can 

allow networks of friends to be more aware of one anotherõs political and social values than they might otherwise be ñ or 

want to be. When students were asked why survey respondents shared news, their motives varied: One survey respondent 

shared news to entertain, provoke, and shape the views of his peers; another shared news to have a voice about larger 

causes in the world (Figure 6). 
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Responses of òstrongly agreeó and òsomewhat agreeó have been conflated into a category for òagree.ó  

Percentages are calculated per category, based on the total of number of respondents that provided an answer. 

Importantly, more than half (52%) said their reason for sharing news on social media was to let friends and followers know 

about something they should be aware of; nearly half (44%) said they agreed that sharing news gives them a voice about a 

larger cause. About one-third (32%) agreed that sharing news gives them an opportunity to change the views of their friends 

and followers.  

Yet, as altruistic as these reasons may sound, some students were suspicious about such motivations for sharing news. As 

one life and physical sciences major summed it up in an interview: òThese students share information to reinforce existing 

viewpoints that make them feel right ñ even if itõs not true.ó 

Of course, other motives were present as well for sharing: a quarter of respondents (25%) said they shared to entertain 

their friends or just entertain themselves (28%); almost one in five (19%) said they shared to provoke responses from 

others. Fewer than a third of those surveyed (29%) said they shared news as a way of defining their online presence; few 

reported being very conscious or intentional about their self-presentation and construction of identity in this regard.  

More frequently, sharing is seen as a form of service to others, and based on the interviews, some students saw 

themselves as policing the truth in the public sphere. In the words of one physical sciences major, "I donõt know if other 

people are good about detecting fake news, like on Facebook, people just share anything, even something that has no 

backing, they donõt even take a minute to see if it is true, or not.ó 

While sharing news may foster a sense of agency and power, it also may be accompanied by reputational risk. Given many 

studentsõ admitted lack of confidence in being able to evaluate true from false news, the potential for embarrassment 

remains real. As one student, a life and physical sciences major, explained, òI have fallen victim to fake news before and my 

friends will have to say, 'Oh, that's not true. You have to read this other story that proves that's fake. You're being ridiculous.' 

And I've felt stupid, but it happens.ó  

Figure 6: Why students share news items 
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Another student, enrolled in an occupational training program, said: 

 There have been multiple times when I thought the news was reliable and believed them, only to find out it was not 

 accurate. I am not one to overshare my beliefs and opinions on social media, unlike most people. Not being able to 

 distinguish whether news is accurate or not is a part of why I do not share on my social media platforms. 

Some respondents, though not all, did evaluate the veracity of news they shared on social media. More (62%) said they 

checked to see how current an item was, while 59% read the complete story before sharing and 57% checked the URL to 

see where a story originated (Figure 7). Fewer read comments about a post (55%) or looked to see how many times an item 

was tweeted or shared (39%). 

Figure 7: How students evaluate breaking news they share 

Responses of òalways,ó often,ó and òsometimesó have been conflated into a category for òuse.ó  

Percentages are calculated per category, based on the total of number of respondents that provided an answer. 

Far fewer checked to see how many times a news item they thought about sharing had been liked (38%), took a screenshot 

of the page to show someone for advice (31%), or checked on for a hashtag (26%). This is not to say that a few students did 

not try to get better about critically scrutinizing the validity of news. An arts and humanities major said: 

 I think looking for news for academic purposes has influenced how I look at news for personal use. Iõve started 

 looking at dates and sources much more, as well as recognizing what sites tend to have biased news, like HuffPost 

 vs. Breitbart. After doing assignments that require research, Iõve developed some methods of determining whether 

 a source is credible and before I believe it or share it online. 

 






























































