
!"#$%&'((#)*+'$,%-.+/0%
1"#%2#(,+,*#$)#%'3%2'/+*+)./%4+,2#()#2*+'$,%

!
!

"#$%&'%!()*'%!
+,-$!.%/0$#1/2)!

3#$%&'%4%)*'%5&,-$4$&,!
!

6'17%!8$/9:$#!
;$7#</'!=2'2$!.%/0$#1/2)!
>7:?'#5:'%<'2$4<1,4$&,!

!
@$3#,'#)!AB!ACCD!

!
!
!
!

E312#'F2!
!

E%!$G2$%1/0$!:/2$#'2,#$!'&&#$11$1!F/2/H$%!/<%7#'%F$B!3,2!0$#)!:/22:$!#$1$'#F*!97F,1$1!7%!
!"#$%&'%$(")*#4!I'%!2*$1$!9':1$!7#!,%1,312'%2/'2$&!3$:/$91!'37,2!>7:/2/F1!3$!F7##$F2$&J!
K#$0/7,1!12,&/$1!*'0$!%72!2$12$&!2*$!$99/F'F)!79!F7##$F2/7%1!/%!'!#$':/12/F!97#L'24!M$!
F7%&,F2$&!97,#!$G>$#/L$%21!/%!N*/F*!1,3?$F21!#$'&!L7F-!%$N1!'#2/F:$1!2*'2!/%F:,&$&!
$/2*$#!'!L/1:$'&/%<!F:'/L!9#7L!'!>7:/2/F/'%B!7#!'!L/1:$'&/%<!F:'/L!'%&!'!F7##$F2/7%4!
8$1,:21!/%&/F'2$!2*'2!F7##$F2/7%1!9#$O,$%2:)!9'/:!27!#$&,F$!L/1>$#F$>2/7%1!'L7%<!2*$!
2'#<$2$&!/&$7:7</F':!<#7,>4!M$!':17!&7F,L$%2!1$0$#':!/%12'%F$1!79!'!P3'F-9/#$Q!$99$F2!/%!
N*/F*!F7##$F2/7%1!'F2,'::)!"*'&%+#%!L/1>$#F$>2/7%1!'L7%<!2*$!<#7,>!/%!O,$12/7%4!



1 

“It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you 
know for sure that just ain’t so.” 
-Mark Twain 

 

A substantial amount of scholarship in political science has sought to determine whether 

citizens can participate meaningfully in politics. Recent work has shown that most 

citizens appear to lack factual knowledge about political matters (see, e.g., Delli Carpini 

and Keeter 1996) and that this deficit affects the issue opinions that they express (Althaus 

1998, Kuklinski et al 2000, Gilens 2001). Some scholars respond that citizens can 

successfully use heuristics, or information shortcuts, as a substitute for detailed factual 

information in some circumstances (Popkin 1991; Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991, 

Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998).1  

However, as Kuklinski et al point out (2000: 792), there is an important 

distinction between being !" informed and being #$%informed. Advocates of heuristics 

typically assume that voters know they are uninformed and respond accordingly. But 

many citizens may base their policy preferences on false, misleading, or unsubstantiated 

information that they believe to be true (see, eg, Kuklinski et al 2000: 798). Frequently, 

such misinformation is related to one’s political preferences. For instance, after the U.S. 

invasion of Iraq, the belief that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction before the invasion 

was closely associated with support for President Bush (Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis 2003). 

From a normative perspective, it is especially important to determine whether 

misperceptions, which distort public opinion and political debate, can be &'(()&*)+. 

Previous research in political science has found that it is possible to change issue 

opinions by directly providing relevant facts to subjects (Kuklinski et al 2000, Gilens 

                                                 
1 Kuklinski and Quirk (2000) and Lau and Redlawsk (2001) make a compelling argument that citizens are 
likely to fail to use heuristics correctly in even modestly complex situations. 
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Because so little is known about the effectiveness of corrective information in 

contemporary politics, we designed the experiments to maximize external validity. First, 

we focus on controversial political issues from contemporary American politics (the war 

in Iraq, tax cuts, and stem cell research) rather than the hypothetical stories commonly 

found in psychology research (e.g. Johnson and Seifert 1994). As a result, our 

experiments seek to correct pre-existing misperceptions rather than constructing them 

within the experiment. While this choice is likely to make misperceptions more difficult 

to change, it increases our ability to address the motivating concern of this research – 

correcting misperceptions in the real world. In addition, we test the effectiveness of 

corrective information in the context of news reports, one of the primary mechanisms by 

which citizens acquire information. In order to maximize realism, we constructed the 

mock news articles using text from actual articles whenever possible.  

Given our focus on pre-existing misperceptions, it is crucial to use experiments, 

which allow us to escape the endogeneity between factual beliefs and opinion that 

plagues survey research on real-world misperceptions (e.g. Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis 

2003). For instance, rather than simply noting that misperceptions about Iraqi WMD are 

high among conservatives, we can randomize subjects across conditions (avoiding 

estimation problems due to pre-existing individual differences in knowledge, ideology, 

etc.) and test the effectiveness of corrections for that group and for subjects as a whole. 

A final research design choice was to use a between-subjects design in which we 

compared misperceptions across otherwise identical subjects who were randomly 

assigned to different experimental conditions. This decision was made to maximize the 

effect of the corrections. A within-subjects design in which we compared beliefs in 
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In our second round of data collection, we conducted a modified version of the 

experiment from Study 1 to verify and extend our previous results. For the sake of clarity, 

we simplified the stimulus and manipulation for the Iraq WMD article, changed the 

context from a 2004 campaign speech to a 2005 statement about Iraq, and used a simpler 

question as the dependent variable (see appendix for exact wording).  

 

/"012#0'(')*+,'-!.'

Ordered probit analyses for the second version of the Iraq WMD experiment, which are 

presented in Table 2, differ substantially from the previous iteration.  

 

[Table 2] 

 

Interestingly, we could not reject the null hypothesis that the news source did not change 

the effect of the correction in this or the two following experiments (results available 

upon request). As such, it is excluded from all reported results.14 

Model 1 indicates that the WMD correction again fails to reduce overall 

misperceptions. However, we again add an interaction between the correction and 

ideology in Model 2 and find a statistically significant result. This time, however, the 

interaction term is 3"4+#56" – the opposite of the result from Study 1. Figure 3 plots the 

marginal effect of the correction over the range of ideology.  

 

[Figure 3] 

 

                                                 
14 Three-way interactions between news source, the correction, and ideology were also insignificant (results 
available upon request).  
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substantively meaningful values of the modifying variable in an interaction. Thus, as 

before, we estimate the marginal effect of the correction by ideology in Figure 7.  

 

[Figure 7] 

 

The figure shows that the stem cell correction has a negative and statistically significant 

marginal effect on misperceptions among centrists and individuals to the right of center, 

but fails to significantly reduce misperceptions among those to the left of center.  Thus, 

the correction works for conservatives and moderates, but not for liberals. 

In addition, we plot the substantive effects of the correction in Figure 8, which 

plots the predicted responses for liberals and conservatives with mean knowledge levels.  

 

[Figure 8] 

 

We find that the predicted probability that subjects “strongly disagree” with the stem cell 

misperception increases from .09 to .23 for conservatives (!  < .05), but predicted 

responses do not change appreciably for liberals. While in this case we do not find a 

backfire effect, the effect of the correction is again "#$%&'()*#+ for the relevant 

ideological subgroup. This finding provides additional evidence that the effect of 

corrections is likely to be conditional on one’s political predispositions.  

 

!"#$%&'("#)

The experiments reported in this paper help us understand why factual misperceptions 

about politics are so persistent.  We find that responses to corrections in mock news 

articles differ significantly according to subjects’ ideological views.  As a result, the 

corrections fail to reduce misperceptions for the most committed participants. Even 
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Study 1 (WMD): News text 
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Figure 7 
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