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News Bias, Fake News, False Equivalency, and the Problem with  
Anonymous Sources   
By Steve Sternberg 
 
Several months ago, I saw an interesting story on MSNBC.  A new study had found that since 1994 

the percentage of Democrats and Republicans who disapprove of the other party each rose from only 
about 15% to more than 50%.  This is a staggering increase in polarization over the past 25 years. 
 

The anchor struggled to come up with a reason, seemingly oblivious to the obvious – MSNBC and 
Fox News both debuted in 1996.   

 
MSNBC and Fox News viewers are presented with opposite realities on a daily basis, alternate 
universes if you will.  Websites, such as The Huffington Post on the left and Breitbart News on the 

right (or alt right), are often even more extreme.  The problem is, a lot of people see them not just as 
legitimate sources of news, but often as their only source of news.  No wonder the two parties and 

their constituents dislike one another more than ever.  Rather than seeking real, objective, fact-based 
news, many search out only places that validate their own biases. 
 

I suggest that no matter what your political leaning, you switch back and forth between MSNBC and 
Fox News for an hour or so.  If your head doesn’t explode, you’ll be shocked at the two different 
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versions of reality they present.  But you’ll start to understand why the country is so divided on so 
many issues. 

 

News Bias is Not Fake News – There is a difference, of course, between biased news and fake 

news (i.e., making something up).  MSNBC and Fox News are biased in both the way they present 
and analyze the news.  This mostly has to do with what they select to report, how much time they 

spend on a given story, what they choose to highlight, how they edit interviews and videos, who they 
get for their panel discussions, and how the anchors question guests.   
 

CNN is generally seen as biased (if you are right leaning) or more neutral (if you are left leaning).  
Although since President Trump and his staffers began labeling CNN as “fake news,” the network has 

adopted a notably more strident anti-Trump tone – understandable but unfortunate.  While its anchors 
can claim to be more non-partisan overall than its competitors, their panels often have three or four 
anti-Trumpers to every Trump supporter – hardly unbiased.  And when they bring someone on to 

discuss something President Trump did or said, it is typically someone from the Obama administration 
or someone the network (and its viewers) know is ardently anti-Trump.  So, CNN has perhaps more 
unbiased anchors and reporters, but hardly an unbiased broadcast. 
 

CNN anchors, are, in fact, far more neutral than those on MSNBC or Fox News, most of whom clearly 
advocate for a specific point of view.  It’s hard, for example, to imagine more biased reporters than 
MSNBC’s Katy Tur, Stephanie Ruhle, Ali Velshi, Nicole Wallace, Chris Jansing, or Andrea Mitchell.  



_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
Bosch on Amazon Prime Video was one of the best dramas 
of 2018 according to The Sternberg Report 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Sternberg Report ©2019 
 
 

January 2019    #55 

Unless, of course, you turn to Fox News and see Bret Baier, Bill Hemmer, Sandra Smith, Jon Scott, 
Dana Perino, and Harris Faulkner.  MSNBC’s Kristen Welker and Chuck Todd at least try to appear 

less biased, while Fox News’s Shepard Smith might be the least biased reporter on cable news.  On 
CNN, some of their anchors, most notably Jim Sciutto and Jake Tapper, can’t hide their disdain for 

President Trump and his administration. 
 

One problem with CNN is that while they pretend to be neutral, they mistake false equivalency 
for fairness.  There are numerous examples I can give, but here’s one that stood out for me.  A while 
back, CNN ran a segment that some guy claimed to have evidence of massive voter fraud.  The 

network repeatedly pointed out that there was no evidence to support his claim, and he was not willing 
to provide any.  Then the anchor says they’re going to talk to this guy anyway and let viewers decide.  
I’m sure that people who were just tuning in thought there was credible evidence of massive voter 

fraud.  This type of thing is a major reason why so many people believe alternative facts (i.e., lies).  
Cable news networks too often present them as just another point of view.  Every subject does not 

have two sides. 
 
Here are some examples of bias.  Not long ago, Special Prosecutor Mueller’s court filings linked the 

President to campaign finance violations.  The following banners appeared on two cable news 
networks:  MSNBC – “Federal Prosecutors Are Alleging That The President Committed a Felony.”  

Fox News – Critics: New Mueller Court Filings Offer No Revelations on Questions of Collusion.  
Recently a federal judge denied the President’s plan to ban asylum bids for migrants.  CNN ran a 
banner that said, “Judge rules against Trump’s asylum plan.”  At the same time, Fox News ran a 
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banner that said, “Obama appointee rules against Trump’s asylum plan.”  Both are true, but the 
implications are quite different.  When the deal was finally reached to re-open the government, a 

banner on Fox News read, “Trump: We are proud we reached a deal to re-open the government,” 
while on CNN the banner read, “Trump caves, announces deal to re-open government for 3 weeks.”  

And, of course, when discussing migrants or migrant caravans, MSNBC and CNN most often show 
women and children, while Fox News tends to show more videos of young (potentially violent) men.   
While unquestionably biased reporting, none of this crosses the line over to fake news – they simply 

cherry pick whom to quote and what images to show. 
 

Fake news is not a new concept.  Liberals have referred to Fox News as “faux news” on social 
media for years.  President Obama and the folks in his administration wouldn’t even appear on Fox 
News or its Sunday morning shows during his first term because they believed it was simply an arm 

of the Republican party.  Since the other networks basically agreed, this never received the type of 
press coverage and scrutiny we’re seeing now (as President Trump only grants interviews to Fox 

News).  Although in 2010, when President Obama’s Justice Department implicated Fox News 
reporter, James Rosen, as a possible co-conspirator under the Espionage Act of 1917 (and gained 
access to his phone calls and emails), major news organizations were loudly outraged.  But it wasn’t 

until candidate Trump had a public feud with Fox News’s Megan Kelley, that most anchors at CNN or 
MSNBC would even refer to a Fox News reporter or anchor as a “journalist.”  

 
When President Trump’s advisor, Kelly Ann Conway, coined the phrase “alternative facts” when being 
interviewed by NBC’s Chuck Todd, few people who had been following the news throughout the 
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election season should have been surprised.  Numerous Trump and Clinton surrogates would be 
invited onto all the cable news networks on a daily basis.  They would lie right to the anchor’s faces 

and almost never be called out on it (and then be invited back the next day).  The anchor’s response 
would invariably be something like, “OK, that’s what she says, let’s see what someone with the exact 
opposite point of view has to say.”   

 
Given that these surrogates lied to reporters with impunity for a year-and-a-half leading up to the 

election, why wouldn’t they think they could get away with continuing to do the same thing after the 
election?  Why wouldn’t they continue to think that the facts don’t really matter to the news media (or 
to the voters who elected them)?   

 

All “News” Outlets are not Equal (or, Buzzfeed ain’t The New York Times) – One of 

the biggest problems with cable news is that they tend to create false equivalencies among more 
and less credible news sources.  CNN will often have panels that include a reporter from The New 

York Times and one from The Daily Beast.  MSNBC will often include someone from the Times or 
Washington Post, along with reporters from Mother Jones or The Huffington Post.  Fox News will 

have a panel with a reporter from The Wall Street Journal and someone from The Washington Times.  
This tends to create false equivalencies between news outlets with dramatically different levels of 
credibility, not only among viewers, but among the news channels that present these panel 

discussions themselves.  How else to explain how quickly most news outlets were willing to accept 
Buzzfeed’s report that President Trump directly instructed Michael Cohen to lie to Congress (despite 

no one else being able to independently verify the story)? 

 
CNN, et. al., will, of course, try to defend themselves by explaining that before each analysis of how 

devastating this was to President Trump, they added the phrase, “If true…”  These are what the 
advertising industry used to call “weasel words,” words or phrases inserted into a commercial so you 
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can say something that legally can’t be said, but which you knew most people wouldn’t notice (such 
as “this product helps make you look younger”).  

 

They Just Report What People Say (the problem with anonymous sources) – In the 

movie, Absence of Malice, there is a scene where Paul Newman confronts newspaper reporter Sally 
Field, after she reports a false rumor that he is under investigation for murder.  The story was planted 

by an assistant D.A. who wanted to put pressure on him for information on his mobster family.  Since 
she gives Paul Newman’s character a chance to deny the story, she believes she is being objective 
and just doing her job.  But he admonishes her, “You don’t write the truth, you just write what people 

say…Where did the story come from?  Knowledgeable sources you said.  Now who is that?  
Somebody’s trying to get to me.  Somebody with no face and no name.  You’re the gofer.  You listen 

to them, report what they say, and then help them hide…” 
 
This movie came out 30 years ago, at a time when daily newspapers and evening TV broadcasts 

were basically the only sources of news.  But it is just as relevant today.  Anonymous sources are 
obviously essential for the effective operation of a free press.  Without them, the public would never 

have known about Watergate and many other important stories over the years.   
 
The problem is that 20 or 30 years ago, anonymous sources were trusted more.  It was assumed, 

and reinforced by such popular movies as All the President’s Men, that sources were extensively 
vetted, and not used unless multiple independent sources provided the same information.  Today, 

half the country doesn’t believe much of what they see on Fox News, and the other half doesn’t believe 
much of what they see on MSNBC.  Each side has good reasons for feeling as they do.  One has 
been virulently anti-Trump (and before that, pro-Obama and anti-Bush), while the other has been pro-

Trump (at least since the election) and fanatically anti-Clinton or anything to do with Democrats.  Each 
network’s primetime opinion hosts constantly bash the other as fake news.  Each network finds 
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panelists, analysts, and experts that almost exclusively follow that network’s point of view.  When one 
occasionally expresses an opposing point of view, the hosts typically argue with them.  So why would 

either network’s viewers believe they wouldn’t use anonymous sources who are likewise biased?  
CNN has somewhat more credibility among the independent minded, but not among conservatives 
or conservative media. 

 
Lack of a free press, of course, leads to tyranny.  As succinctly and definitively stated by Supreme 

Court Justice Hugo Black, in the 1971 decision allowing The New York Times and Washington Post 
to publish the Pentagon Papers, “Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose the 
deception in government.  And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty to 

prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people…” 
 

When anonymous sources are used to comment on less significant matters, however, is it 
appropriate?  I was watching CNN recently and learned that President Trump (according to multiple 
sources) was watching television all morning and “seething” and “ranting” over press coverage of the 

Mueller investigation.  What does that even mean?  At what point does someone go from annoyed to 
angry to seething and ranting?  Did multiple sources independently use those words?  Or is CNN, in 

its desire to embarrass the President, using words more likely to do just that?  
 

Some find the current press obsession with reporting behind-the-scenes goings on at the White House 

disturbing, primarily because of the almost total reliance on un-named sources. There is obviously 
some discontent within the White House on how the Trump administration is operating, so the 

question of how accurate these leaks are does have some validity.  The problem is that reporters 
quote these sources and present the information as fact.  After all, how can multiple sources all be 
wrong.  But when anyone from the White House publicly denies the report, they are presented as 

putting a spin on the story, if not outright lying.  When CNN, for example, says they have confirmed a 
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Washington Post story, have they validated that the reporting is actually true, or do they simply have 
the same sources telling them the same thing?  It’s easy to take things out of context, particularly if 

you have an agenda (whether conscious or unconscious). 
 
A few months ago, CNN and MSNBC quoted The New York Times, which had no fewer than four 

sources “with first-hand knowledge” tell them that President Trump ordered the White House lawyer 
to fire Special Prosecutor Mueller last June.  According to this report, the White House lawyer refused 

and threatened to quit, so the President backed down.  CNN and MSNBC each said that they 
independently confirmed the story.  They’ve spent several hours reporting this as fact.  I switched 
over to Fox News, and lo and behold its White House reporter said despite what the other networks 

were reporting, his sources said this never happened.  The anchor then said, “Well the President calls 
it fake news, so let’s move on to something else.”  I tend not to give much credence to either Fox 

News or MSNBC, but when The New York Times and Washington Post say the same thing, I tend to 
believe it (they seem to vet their sources much more fully than any cable news network).  CNN, on 
the other hand, is often just sloppy.  I switched back to CNN to hear an anchor arguing with a Trump 

surrogate saying that even Fox News confirmed the story – again, Fox News all morning had been 
saying the story was not true. 

 
At the end of “Absence of Malice,”, Sally Field’s reporter is ironically the center of a news story about 
Paul Newman’s character being falsely accused.  She gives a quote to a young reporter at her own 

newspaper who asks, “That’s true isn’t it?”  She responds, “No, but it’s accurate.”  We should all 
consider what that means. 

 
I find it ironic that cable news networks continually deride President Trump for watching a lot of cable 
news, as though that makes him uninformed, misinformed, or mal-adjusted.  But I guess they know 

their product.  


