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Checking PolitiFact’s Fact-Checks
Sakari Nieminen and Valtteri Sankari

Department of Philosophy, Contemporary History and Political Science, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
In this article we examine PolitiFact’s fact-checking process. We
collect a random sample of 858 fact-checks and evaluate them in
the light of criteria based on or inspired by fact-checking
literature and the International Fact-checking Network’s code of
principles. Our analysis reveals the following: in general, PolitiFact
fared well. However, from the point of view of the criteria, its
practices leave room for improvement. The biggest issue is
complex propositions. These are statements containing multiple
claims, i.e., more than one proposition. In 279 cases (33% of our
sample), PolitiFact checks a complex proposition and assigns one
truth rating to it. This is problematic as the reader might
misinterpret the truthfulness of an individual claim. PolitiFact also
checks claims that we considered uncheckable. These are
statements whose truthfulness cannot be defined in practice, e.g.,
claims about the future and vague claims. In 92 cases (11% of our
sample), PolitiFact checked a claim like this. The article ends with
a discussion about the limitations of the criteria used here.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

The fact-checking industry has grown remarkably in recent years and has become firmly
established in the U.S. media field (Graves 2016). Many organizations conduct fact-check-
ing routinely, not only during elections. The number of fact-checking projects has also
increased: in 2014, there were 44 active fact-checking projects (Stencel 2017), while the
number in November 2019 was 226 (Stencel and Luther 2019). The international fact-
checking movement is also emerging. The International Fact-Checking Network (hereafter
IFCN) was launched at the Poynter Institute in 2015 (Mantzarlis 2015), and in 2016, this
network published fact-checking’s code of principles (Mantzarlis 2016).

Fact-checking means evaluating the truthfulness of claims presented in public. The
purpose is to discover and publish whether a claim is accurate or not. This is based on
various information sources, such as scientific studies, experts and official statistics.
Usually, fact-checkers are interested in claims made by politicians and other influential
actors. In the American context, fact-checking is mainly a journalistic practice, but globally
there is more diversity (Graves 2018).
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One of the most famous fact-checking institutions is American PolitiFact. It started its
work back in 2007 (Drobnic Holan 2018a), and is nowadays a well-established actor in U.S.
political discourse (Graves 2016, 8). PolitiFact won a Pulitzer Prize in 2009 (Ibid), and its
operations are widespread: besides the national institution, PolitiFact also has 23 state
editions, 14 of which are currently active (The number and the activity status are from
Duke Reporter’s Lab database: https://reporterslab.org/fact-checking/#, cited December
9, 2020). PolitiFact has also served as a model for many later fact-checking outlets and
it has directly advised organizations in Africa, Australia, Europe and South America
(Graves 2018).

Fact-checking has great potential in the field of communications. It has been shown,
for example, that legislators make fewer false statements when they are reminded of
the potential damage that negative fact-check ratings could cause to their reputation
(Nyhan and Reifler 2015). Nevertheless, perhaps the most significant thing that fact-check-
ing could offer is its capability to convey information about statements appearing in
public. This is what many fact-checkers themselves mention as their main goal: to
inform their audience (Amazeen 2013, 5).

If done poorly, however, this goal could suffer. Critics have pointed out that some of
the fact-checkers’ methods might create misleading impressions about the truthfulness
of the claims checked (Uscinski and Butler 2013, 167). There has also been concern that
if different fact-checkers give dissimilar ratings, the audience could be left confused
and uncertain about what to believe (Marietta, Barker, and Bowser 2015).

In this study, we focus on the processes and practices of PolitiFact. We compile a set of
24 criteria inspired by and based on fact-checking literature and the IFCN’s code of prin-
ciples, and examine how PolitiFact’s fact-checks compare with these criteria. PolitiFact is a
justifiable object of study as it is one of fact-checking’s flagships and a model for many
other fact-checkers.

The structure of this article is as follows: first, we discuss previous literature relating to
our study. Then we introduce the criteria that we are going to use and present the
research question in its final form. After that, we outline the method of our study and
present the results of our analysis. The article ends with a general discussion.

Previous Research

Fact-Checking Literature

So far, most of the fact-checking research has focused on either the effects of fact-check-
ing or fact-checking as a profession (Nieminen and Rapeli 2019). For our study, this last
branch of research is more relevant, so we will focus solely on it. Graves (2016) outlines
(among other things) the history and development of fact-checking. Even though the
recent emergence of fact-checking outlets is considered as a new phenomenon, poli-
ticians’ statements have long been refuted, e.g., on op-ed pages. He depicts that one
of the motivations behind this current fact-checking movement was due to disappoint-
ment in conventional journalism’s ability to dispute politicians’ false assertions (Graves
2016, 36–63). Lowrey (2017) has also analyzed the development of fact-checking as
well as its legitimacy. Since 2010 the fact-checking world has become more fragmented,
and the legitimacy of the practice has increased over time.
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Graves (2017) examines the methods of fact-checking. Based on his fieldwork among
three U.S. fact-checkers, Graves identifies five elements that a typical fact-check contains:
(1) Firstly, fact-checkers choose which claims to check for, considering e.g., the news-
worthiness and political significance of the claim. (2) Secondly, fact-checkers often give
the author of the claim a chance to present their account. (3) Thirdly, fact-checkers try
to trace the original source and spreading of the claim. (4) Fact-checkers also repeatedly
consult experts for interpretation of the data, which is sourced from nonpartisan sources,
preferably government agencies (5) Finally, fact-checkers make the verification process
public (steps, sources, etc.) for the sake of transparency. However, critics have questioned
the reliability of the fact-checking method, claiming that it leaves too much room for sub-
jectivity when rating claims (Uscinski and Butler 2013).

Critics have also rebuked fact-checkers for judging claims that cannot be fact-checked
(e.g., claims about the future) or are difficult to fact-check (e.g., causal claims). The tendency
of fact-checkers to pick and choose the claimshas also raised criticism, becausewithout sys-
tematic case selection, fact-checkers’ ratings might create false impressions about the
overall honesty of politicians. (Uscinski and Butler 2013; see also Uscinski 2015). This last
criticism has been responded to by noting that the main purpose of fact-checking is to
provide information about public claims, not to tell, “who lies most” (Amazeen 2015).

Graves (2018) examines fact-checking as a global phenomenon. Variation exists, for
example, in rating systems, lengths of fact-checks, and in whether to contact the speaker.
Many fact-checkers place the claims they check in pre-existing categories, like “true”,
“half-true” and “false”. However, some reject these rating systems, considering them reduc-
tive and unscientific. Length is another divider; some fact-checkers prefer brief pieces while
others favor lengthy explanatory articles. Approaches also vary on whether to contact the
author of a claim and let them present their version. Even though Graves (2017) identifies
this as an element of a typical fact-check, the issue seems to be somewhat debated. The
practice is justified by thoroughness and fairness. However, opponents state that contacting
might open the door for subjectivity and political inference (Graves 2018, 624–626).

There are also studies that have scrutinized the fact-checks of PolitiFact. Uscinski and
Butler (2013) critically analyzed PolitiFact’s work to highlight flaws in the methods and prac-
tices associated with fact-checkers. Marietta, Barker, and Bowser (2015), Amazeen (2016) as
well as Lim (2018) have examined whether PolitiFact checks the same claims as other
major fact-checkers and whether they reach the same conclusions. Amazeen found consist-
ency between fact-checkers ratings, while Marietta et al. found that the agreement between
fact-checkers varies from topic to topic. Lim, on the other hand, found that fact-checkers
agree well in obvious truths or falsehoods but that the agreement rate is lower in more
ambiguous statements. Bucciol (2018) utilized PolitiFact’s fact-checks to analyze what the
background variables (such as the speaker’s age, gender, party, etc.) of false claims look like.

Our study is positioned on this “fact-checking as a profession” branch of research, as we
evaluate how one particular fact-checker, PolitiFact, conducts its fact-checks. Our study
can be justified from the point of view of Lowrey’s (2017) results. As fact-checking’s legiti-
macy has increased (reflected by more frequent fact-check citations and less often ques-
tioned motivations), it becomes equally important to examine how fact-checking and its
different elements (e.g., what kind of claims are checked) are carried. Our study also has
interfaces to the fact-checking critique, as it has inspired some of the criteria we are going
to use.
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Studies on Accuracy and Verification

The evaluation and description of journalistic practices and output is not a new thing. For
example, academics have been analyzing the accuracy (referring here to a lack of errors)
of news articles at least since the 1930s (Charnley 1936, for more recent studies, see e.g.,
Maier 2005 and Porlezza, Maier, and Russ-Mohl 2012). Journalistic verification is another
issue that has attracted scholarly attention. Brandtzaeg et al. (2016), for instance, inter-
viewed journalists to discover how they verify social media content, while Godler and
Reich (2017) analyzed journalistic cross-verification practices and how particular factors
relate to the utilization of cross-verification. Rauchfleisch et al. (2017) examined journal-
ists’ verification practices on Twitter during the Brussels attacks in March 2016. They
found that many journalists did not follow proposed best verification practices. A great
deal of tweets requesting information or content did not try to verify it.

Bothof these aforementioned aspects couldbe studied,whenevaluating theworkof fact-
checkers. One could examine whether the fact-checks contain any errors or assess whether
the truth-value judgments are justified. Alternatively, one could appraise whether the
sources cited by fact-checkers are of high-quality and how the sources’ information
conveys into truth-values.Wedonot analyze these issues here as our focus is on claim choos-
ing and the checking process in general. However, there is some interfacewith these kinds of
studies and our work, as we are evaluating the actual work of (fact-checking) journalists.

Criteria for Journalistic Quality

Compiling quality criteria for journalism is not a new thing either. Rögener and Wormer
(2017), for example, developed criteria for good environmental journalism based on litera-
ture reviews, environmental journalists’ views and journalism students’ opinions. Their cri-
teria highlight things like the transparency of sources, use of evidence and lack of
scaremongering and trivialization. In a similar fashion, Ashoorkhani et al. (2017) outline
a checklist for health research journalism.

Shapiro, Albanese, and Doyle (2006) survey judges in journalism award programs in
order to discover the criteria they have for excellence in journalism. Things like writing
quality, reporting rigor, independence and fairness came up as indications of journalistic
excellence. Ellis (2012), on the other hand, analyzes various codes of ethics in Anglo-Amer-
ican journalism and thus illustrates what journalists themselves consider good practices.

Our study could be considered as a part of this research tradition, as we compile criteria
for the evaluation of political fact-checking. However, our motivations are empirical. We
are compiling the criteria because we want a tool for analyzing PolitiFact’s work, not for
the sake of the criteria itself. In addition, our viewpoint is narrower than the one in those
more general checklists. Our interest is in the claim choosing and the checking process,
not in the output. This is also one of the reasons why we compile the analysis tool our-
selves, instead of adapting the existing ones.

Criteria and Research Question

We have used the criteria we compile here in publications aimed for our national audi-
ences (Nieminen and Wiberg 2018a, 2018b; Sankari and Wiberg 2019). Those works are
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more empirically oriented, and do not discuss the criteria in detail. Thus, this is the first
time our criteria are justified at this length. The criteria are inspired by and based on
fact-checking literature and the IFCN’s code of principles.

The IFCN’s code of principles is one of the bases, since it is drafted by the fact-checking
industry itself (IFCN 2020a), and thus reflects practices that fact-checkers themselves con-
sider legitimate.

A methodological criticism of fact-checking (Uscinski and Butler 2013; Uscinski 2015) is
considered, since it introduces a scientific perspective to the issue. This criticism raises
important points about what some scholars consider to be problematic in fact-checking
methodology and practice in general.

What fact-checkers check is also significant. Statements are only a small fragment of
political communication and not all statements are verifiable. Hence, it is important to
ponder the cases where a truth-rating is not possible or meaningful. The methodological
criticism highlights few problematic aspects (Uscinski and Butler 2013, 170–175), but this
viewpoint could be wider. Therefore, the criteria, in this respect, are based on the work of
Makkonen and Wiberg (2017) as well as Nieminen, Raiskila, and Wiberg (2017, 60; 186–
210), wherein they reflect on the kind of speech that is beyond the reach of fact-checking.
Merpert et al. (2018) is also an interesting study related to the issue, in which they study
how capable citizens are in differentiating checkable claims from uncheckable claims.
However, they are not listing uncheckable statement types, in particular, so their ponder-
ing is not the basis of the criteria.

The criteria compiled here are only designed for an analysis of the claim choosing and
checking process and ignore certain important aspects of fact-checking. However, the
ignored aspects are not necessary for our analysis. They deal with whether the claims
are rated correctly, the quality of the evidence, as well as matters concerning the trans-
parency of funding, organization and the correction policy.

Below are the 24 criteria we use to evaluate fact-checks made by PolitiFact:

(1) Complex propositions are divided into parts
(2) Claims are checked in their immediate context
(3) The fact-checked actor is not accused of lying, unless there is evidence of the inten-

tion to deceive
(4) Each claim is checked using the same criteria
(5) Fact-checks are not concentrated on any one particular side (e.g., party)
(6) The fact-checker does not advocate for policy positions
(7) Fact-checks are based on evidence
(8) Fact-checking sources are published
(9) Fact-checking methodology and the definitions of possible truth-value categories are

published

The following sentence types are considered uncheckable:

(10) Claims about the future
(11) Ambiguous or vague claims
(12) Claims about non-existent things (e.g., “The current king of France is bald”)
(13) Liar sentences (“I am lying”)
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(14) Claims containing aesthetic, moral or ethical values
(15) Claims concerning the supernatural or matters of faith
(16) Claims referring to personal experience
(17) Tautologies (“All bachelors are unmarried”)
(18) Performatives
(19) Figures of speech
(20) Opinions
(21) Goal setting
(22) Interrogative sentences
(23) Non-declarative exclamatory sentences
(24) Imperative sentences

Joseph Uscinski’s and Ryden Butler’s (2013) critique of fact-checking methodology
inspires the first three criteria. They criticize fact-checkers for occasionally compounding
multiple statements into one factual claim and then assigning a “meta-rating” to it.
According to Uscinski and Butler (2013, 166–168), this practice is sometimes misleading.
If a politician makes a statement containing five different propositions and the fact-
checker bundles them all together, providing one singular rating (like half-true), an audi-
ence may think that all of these propositions are half-true, even though some of them
might be false and others true. Hence our first criterion.

The first criterion means that claims containing multiple propositions should be
divided into separate fact-checks, each containing exactly one claim. That is, different
propositions should not be compounded under one single truth rating. If a politician
claims that his opponent A is an ex-convict and an immigrant, instead of one fact-
check (“A is an ex-convict and an immigrant”) and one truth-value rating, there should
be two separate fact-checks (“A is an ex-convict”; “A is an immigrant”) with two separate
ratings.

However, our first criterion is not entirely in line with Uscinski’s and Butler’s critique
(ibid.), since they also think that for the sake of contextualization, it might be necessary
to aggregate multiple claims into one. Additionally, they argue that since the decision
on whether to compound multiple claims depends on context, and because the right
context in politics is contestable, fact-checking is highly subjective.

While we are not claiming that Uscinski and Butler are wrong when saying that some-
times compounding is necessary, we still believe that complex propositions should be
divided. Although it is occasionally unavoidable to compound elements from separate
propositions to be able to check what the speaker is implicating, even then the
checked content could (usually) be reformulated into a single proposition. Imagine a situ-
ation where a fact-checker examines the following comparison: “Politicians’ average salary
is X, while teachers’ average salary is Y”. Both numbers could be accurate, but the fact-
checker considers them incomparable and thinks that the proper rating is half-true. If
the claim is checked in a form, “Politicians’ average salary is X, while teachers’ average
salary is Y: half true”, this might leave the audience with a wrong impression that X and
Y are not the actual average salaries. Reformulating this claim “Comparison of politicians’
and teachers’ average salaries: half true”, reduces this risk.

The second criterion relates to the importance of context. According to Uscinski and
Butler (2013, 167–168), context matters in fact-checking, but the right context for the
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claim is not “the surrounding words of the speaker but the objective reality represented by the
factual claim” and this context is usually legitimately contestable in politics. Thus, fact-
checkers’ ratings are inevitably based on subjective notions about the right context.
While Uscinski and Butler might be right about the subjectivity of fact-checking, we do
not think that this necessarily eradicates the legitimacy of fact-checking, as long as the
judgments made are justified for the audience, based on evidence and the sources are
transparently specified (for a more detailed discussion about the subjectivity, justification
and epistemological critique of fact-checking, see Graves 2017, 520–523). Though their
argument about the significance of the context is reasonable, we understand the
context here in a narrower way. Uscinski and Butler seem to hold a broad notion of
context, but our interests are more immediate: who says what, where, how and what
else is said. All of these factors are things to consider when judging the truthfulness of
a claim, so that humorous flings, for example, are not fact-checked or that fact-checkers
do not ignore surrounding words that would change the interpretation. Hence, our
second criterion.

The third criterion is based on a small (though significant) side note that Uscinski
and Butler (2013, 171–172) make. They mention a root of the tendency (among
some fact-checkers) to classify supposedly inaccurate statements as lies. They remind
that lies are intentional falsehoods and that there is rarely evidence of such intention.
This distinction is important, since it is one thing to say that a politician is not correct,
but another to allege that they are intentionally spreading falsehoods. Therefore, the
third criterion.

Uscinski and Butler (2013, 168–170; 172–175) also point out the problems of fact-
checking causal claims and the overall leeway fact-checkers have when defining truth-
ratings. We do not include these remarks to our analysis, because we do not take a
stand on whether the truth-value judgements are correct. We are interested in the
claim choosing and the checking process, not its product. Their critique about the selec-
tion effect (that is, fact-checking might make politicians look more honest or dishonest
than they truly are) is neither considered, as the purpose of fact-checking is usually not
to establish the biggest liar, but to provide information about claims appearing in
public (Amazeen 2015).

Criteria 4–9 are based on the IFCN’s code of principles (IFCN 2020a). These principles
require signatories to fact-check every claim using the same standard and not to focus
the fact-checks on any one particular side. This is the basis for our criteria four and five.
The code also prohibits the signatory organizations to advocate for policy positions on
the fact-checked issues. Therefore, criterion six.

The code of principles demands that the evidence should determine the conclusions.
To study whether the evidence determines the conclusion comes close to analyzing
whether the claim’s rating is correct. Thus, we do not apply this demand as such, but
we deduce from it our criterion seven: Fact-checks are based on evidence. This means
that there must be evidence on which the fact-check is based; fact-checkers should not
rate the claims off the top of their heads. The code also requires a disclosure of sources
and methodology. Hence, our criteria eight and nine.

Transparency of funding, organization and an open correction policy are also in the
code of principles. While these are important tenets for fact-checking, we do not
include these to our criteria. This is because transparency of funding and organization

364 S. NIEMINEN AND V. SANKARI



are not part of the checking process as such and any evaluation of correction policies
would require us to take positions on whether the truth-value ratings of the fact-checkers
are correct. And even though the use trustworthy and ideally nonpartisan sources is an
essential component of fact-checking, we do not include this to our criteria either. We
believe that to determine whether some particular source is reliable vis-a-vis some
claim is more about assessing whether the claim is rated correctly and less about the
fact-checking process itself. Additionally, the operationalization of trustworthy sources
is difficult.

It should also be noted that the code of principles has been revised since we compiled
our criteria. However, the core principles remain the same and thus this does not require
changes to the criteria. For the sake of simplicity, we cite the revised version throughout
the article.

Criteria 10–24 are based on the work of Makkonen and Wiberg (2017) as well as Nie-
minen, Raiskila, and Wiberg (2017, 60; 186–210), though Uscinski and Butler (2013,
170–172, 174–175) also discuss the problem of claims about the future and comment
on ambiguous sentences. These criteria concern sentence types that cannot be meaning-
fully fact-checked in practice.

Claims about the future (criterion 10) cannot be fact-checked, since there is no way to
know the future beforehand. Even though good predictions may exist, one still cannot say
now whether something is true in the future. Claims about the supernatural or matters of
faith (criterion 15, e.g., “Our country loses blessing, if same-sex marriages are permitted”) and
claims referring to personal experience (criterion 16, e.g., “I am excited about the Super
Bowl”) can neither be checked, since there is no reliable way to verify these. The same
is true for claims about non-existent things (criterion 12). Even though information
about their existence can be offered, it might be wise for fact-checkers to reformulate
these statements only to refer to the actuality of such things (e.g., “The current king of
France is bald” → “There is a current king of France”). Otherwise, they might create an
impression that such non-existent things exist.

Ambiguous or vague claims (criterion 11) and figures of speech (criterion 19) can
neither be fact-checked, because it is not clear what the claim means, or on what
grounds the truthfulness could be defined. Liar sentences, tautologies and performatives
(criteria 13 and 17–18) are special cases of language and are not meaningfully checkable.
The truth-value of liar sentences is paradoxical from the point of view of fact-checking and
tautologies are true by their definition. Performatives are not true or false in the traditional
way (see Austin 1962).

Claims containing aesthetic, moral or ethical values (criterion 14, e.g., “Rembrandt’s
paintings are better than Picasso’s.”) cannot be fact-checked, since these concern personal
values. This is also true for opinions (criterion 20). Goal setting (criterion 21) cannot be
checked, because no matter how ridiculous or unrealistic one’s goals are, it is still imposs-
ible to define them as true or false as such.

While rhetorical questions could be checkable in theory, distinguishing them from
interrogative questions might be difficult. This problem is averted by not checking ques-
tions. Hence, our criterion 22. Exclamatory and imperative sentences (criteria 23–24) are
not checkable, unless some proposition is deducible from them. For example, from the
sentence “Damn the government for cutting pensions!” one could deduce the proposition
that “The government has cut pensions”.
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For many parts, criteria 10–24 are based on a correspondence-theoretical approach of
truth. According to the correspondence theory, a proposition is true if and only if it cor-
responds to some state of affairs or fact (Goldman 1999, 42–43). The truth is thus a relation
between the claim and the world. In order for the claim to be true, it must correspond to
the reality, i.e., how things are. Therefore, there must be some way to approach this reality
in order to determine whether something is true. That’s why claims about the future, for
example, cannot be checked beforehand: there is no reality the claim could yet corre-
spond to. Also consider claims about aesthetic values: the reality does not contain an
objective gauge that would make the claim true or false. However, this is not the only
way to approach the issue. With a different theoretical approach to truth, our criteria
could be different. The discussion about what e.g., a coherence theory-based criteria
would look like, is beyond the scope of this study.

We use these 24 criteria to answer the following question:

RQ: Do PolitiFact’s fact-checks comply with the 24 criteria inspired by and based on fact-
checking literature and the IFCN’s code of principles?

We are not claiming that this is the only way to evaluate fact-checking. One could, for
example, take the efficacy of fact-checking for a starting point and judge whether or not
the formats used by fact-checkers are optimal (see e.g., Young et al. 2018 and Ecker et al.
(2019) for studies on this subject). Neither do we claim that the criteria necessarily contain
all aspects that could be considered in this kind of analysis. However, we feel confident
that it can provide meaningful results. We have also had good experiences with it (Niemi-
nen and Wiberg 2018a, 2018b; Sankari and Wiberg 2019).

We are also aware, that there is some circularity in our criteria from the viewpoint of
this study. PolitiFact is one of the institutions that helped to establish fact-checking as
a practice and a movement (Graves 2016, 8) and it has influenced many later fact-check-
ing outlets (Graves 2018). So, it could be said that PolitiFact has been shaping those prac-
tices that many other fact-checkers themselves consider legitimate and fair, and thus
those very same practices that the IFCN’s code of principles are based on, which, in
turn, is the basis for our criteria 4–9. So, in a way we are analyzing whether PolitiFact
still complies with the principles they themselves have been establishing. However, apply-
ing these criteria to PolitiFact’s fact-checks is still meaningful, as there could be cases
where PolitiFact does not comply with the practices it helped to establish. Additionally,
this circularity is not due to the criteria itself, but to our research subject. Using the criteria
to analyze the fact-checks of a fledgling outlet, for example, would not result in this kind
of circularity.

Method

To answer the research question, we conducted an analysis of a random sample of Poli-
tifact’s fact-checks.

Data

We collected the data from the PolitiFact website. We chose the option “All” from the web-
site’s Truth-O-Meter menu and then collected links to all fact-checks made by PolitiFact
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National between 2 May 2007 and 31 July 2019, adding up to a total of 5,250 fact-checks
(including both Truth-O-Meter and Flip-O-Meter). Six web links were broken, so those
fact-checks are not included to our analysis or any numbers mentioned here.

Sample

We drew a random sample of 66 fact-checks from each year with SPSS statistical software,
resulting in 858 fact-checks that were included to our final analysis, and collected their
actual text parts. Then we conducted the analysis.

Coding Procedure

We coded the data ourselves. As both authors have used the criteria in earlier studies,
there was no need for pilot testing in this study. The second author went through all
858 fact-checks and the first author independently analyzed 20% of the sample to deter-
mine intercoder reliability. We examined the fact-checks one by one and evaluated, cri-
terion by criterion, whether the fact-check in question fulfills the criterion or not.
Afterwards, the coders argued for their rulings in the cases where there were coding
differences and then decided together whose rulings prevail. Criteria 5 and 9 were excep-
tions as they are not about individual fact-checks, but PolitiFact in general. In the case of
criterion 5, the second author assessed whether or not all the fact-checks were aimed at
one particular side. In the case of criterion 9, the authors examined PolitiFact’s website to
determine whether they could find a description of the fact-checking method.

Our sample contained 12 Flip-O-Meter checks, in which PolitiFact estimates whether a
speaker has changed their mind on a particular issue. The intercoder sample contained
four of these checks. We decided to include these, because criteria 2 and 4–9 are suitable
for analysis of these checks. Both coders agreed unanimously in the four overlapping
cases, and none of these checks violated any of our criteria, so the analysis section will
concentrate only on the 846 ordinary fact-checks. These Flip-O-Meter checks are
neither included in the intercoder reliability calculations discussed below.

No variables were dropped during the analysis, and no reliability problems emerged,
apart from those mentioned in the next section.

Measures

Each criterion was treated as a dichotomous variable (1=the fact-check fulfills the cri-
terion; 0=the fact-check does not fulfill the criterion). Table 1 displays the operationaliza-
tions as well as the intercoder reliability levels (Krippendorf’s alpha) of each variable. To
calculate the Krippendorf’s alpha, we used the KALPHA macro provided by Hayes and
Krippendorff (2007). In the cases of complete agreement between coders, the intercoder
reliability was not calculated.

Solving the Reliability Issue

As one can see from the Table 1, there was complete agreement between coders in the
case of criteria 2–9, 12–13, 15–19 and 21–24. Intercoder reliability levels for criteria 1 and
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Table 1. The operationalizations and the intercoder reliability levels of our criteria.

Criterion Operationalization
Intercoder reliability level (Krippendorf’s

alpha)

1 Coders assess whether more than one claim is assigned under
one truth-rating. If only one claim is assigned under one truth-
rating, then the criterion is fulfilled. If more than one claim
is assigned under one truth-rating, or the claim is quoted in a
form that contains multiple propositions, even though only
one is rated, then the criterion is not fulfilled. However, the
criterion is also fulfilled in cases where more than one claim is
assigned under a single truth-rating, but (a) coders consider the
other claims to be general knowledge, (b) the other claims are
not unique propositions but different ways to say the same
thing and (c) the rating given to the complex proposition is
“True”, and in the text part of the fact-check PolitiFact considers
each individual claim true. (Note: The condition (c) is added,
because even though it might be unclear for the reader
regarding which claim(s) the rating refers to (without reading
the whole article), at least the fact-check should not cause any
serious misinterpretations, as no matter what claims the reader
thinks that PolitiFact considers true, they got the right
impression.)

.9176

2 Coders assess whether the immediate context is accounted for
when checking the claim. This means information about who
said something, where it was said, how it was said and what
else is said. If the immediate context is accounted for, then
the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders,
intercoder reliability not calculated

3 Coders assess whether the speaker is accused of lying. The
criterion is fulfilled if the speaker is not accused of lying, or
if the speaker is accused of lying and evidence of intent to
deceive is presented. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

4 Coders assess whether the claim is rated by using the same
principles applied to the previous claims of the sample. If the
same principles are used, then the criterion is fulfilled.
Otherwise, it is not. The first claim to be evaluated under this
criterion will always be considered to fulfill the criterion.

Complete agreement between coders

5 One of the coders assesses whether different entities are targeted
for fact-checking or if the fact-checks are concentrated on one
entity. If different entities are subjected to fact-checking, then
the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Not applicable

6 Coders assess whether a policy position is being advocated in the
fact-check. If the fact-checker is not advocating a policy
position, then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

7 Coders assess whether the fact-check is based on evidence,
instead of relying solely on the fact-checker’s opinions,
personal feelings, etc. If the fact-check is based on evidence,
then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not. Coders do not
assess the quality of the evidence.

Complete agreement between coders

8 Coders assess whether the sources used in the fact-check are
disclosed. If the sources are disclosed, then the criterion is
fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

9 Coders assess whether the methodology and the definitions of
truth-values are disclosed to the audience. If the methodology
and the definitions of truth-values are disclosed, then the
criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Not applicable

10 Coders assess whether the checked claim is about the future. If
the claim is not about the future, then the criterion is
fulfilled. The criterion is also fulfilled if the fact-checker checks
the claim but does not assign a truth-rating to it and declares
the claim uncheckable. Otherwise, it is not fulfilled. Checking
estimates does not necessarily violate this criterion if the fact-
checker only verifies the existence of an estimate. (Note: Each
of our operationalizations for criteria 10–24 contain the

.8337

(Continued )
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10 were quite high, but for criteria 11, 14 and 20, the alphas turn out to be problematic.
This is probably due to the rareness of the criteria violations as well as opinion differences
between coders on defining which criteria the fact-check in question violates. Sometimes
there was agreement that the claim in question was not checkable, but the views about
why, were dissenting. In the case of criterion 14, for instance, both coders agreed on all

Table 1. Continued.

Criterion Operationalization
Intercoder reliability level (Krippendorf’s

alpha)

qualification that “if this type of claim is not truth-rated and is
declared uncheckable, then the criterion is fulfilled”. To avoid
unnecessary repetition, we state this qualification explicitly
only here.)

11 Coders assess whether the checked claim is too ambiguous or
vague for the purpose of assigning a truth-value to it. If the
claim is not considered too ambiguous or vague, then the
criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

.5315

12 Coders assess whether the checked claim is about non-existent
things (e. g. “The current king of France is bald”). If the claim is
not about non-existent things, then the criterion is fulfilled.
Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

13 Coders assess whether the checked claim is a liar sentence. If the
checked claim is not a liar sentence, then the criterion is
fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

14 Coders assess whether the checked claim concerns aesthetic,
moral or ethical values. If the claim does not concern any
aforementioned values, then the criterion is fulfilled.
Otherwise, it is not.

.0000

15 Coders assess whether the claim concerns the supernatural or
matters of faith. If the checked claim does not concern the
supernatural or matters of faith, then the criterion is fulfilled.
Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

16 Coders assess whether the checked claim refers to personal
experience. If the checked claim does not refer to personal
experience, then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

17 Coders assess whether the checked claim is a tautology. If the
checked claim is not a tautology, then the criterion is
fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

18 Coders assess whether the checked claim is a performative. If the
checked claim is not a performative, then the criterion is
fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

19 Coders assess whether the checked claim is a figure of speech. If
the checked claim is not a figure of speech, then the criterion
is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

20 Coders assess whether the checked claim could be considered as
a speaker’s personal opinion. If the checked claim is not an
opinion, then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

-.0121

21 Coders assess whether the checked claim is a goal set by the
speaker. If the checked claim is not a goal set by the speaker,
then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

22 Coders assess whether the checked claim is an interrogative
sentence. If the checked claim is not an interrogative
sentence, then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

23 Coders assess whether the checked claim is an exclamatory
sentence from which a proposition cannot be deduced. If the
checked claim is not an exclamatory sentence, or it is an
exclamatory sentence from which a proposition can be
deduced, then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders

24 Coders assess whether the checked claim is an imperative
sentence. If the checked claim is not an imperative sentence,
then the criterion is fulfilled. Otherwise, it is not.

Complete agreement between coders
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the fact-checks, except one. The first coder considered that the fact-check violated cri-
terion 14, while the other thought that it violated criterion 20. This dropped the alpha
to .0000.

To tackle this problem, we combined criteria 10–24 into one dichotomous variable.
This new variable tells whether the claim is checkable, regardless of the reason. It receives
a value of “1” if the coder interpreted that the fact-check violated none of criteria 10–24
and it receives a value of “0” otherwise. Therefore, in the case mentioned above, the
coders agreed regarding this new variable, because both defined the claim uncheckable,
albeit for differing reasons. This combination is justified, since the fact-checked claim is
uncheckable if any of criteria 10–24 are violated. Krippendorf’s alpha for this new variable
was close to .7 (.6953), so we included it to our analysis. As such, we do not take a stand on
criteria 10–24 as separate cases, but comment only on whether the fact-checks were
about checkable claims in general.

Before moving forward, we would like to address the issue of potential overlap in our
criteria (pointed out by anonymous reviewers), especially in the case of criteria 10–24. We
admit that drawing the line between e.g., claims considering ethical values and personal
opinions is not a straightforward task. Nevertheless, we think that in the case of criteria
10–24 this is not a colossal problem. For example, the difference between a vague
claim and an opinion could sometimes be a viewpoint dependent issue (e.g., how
much is “much” in a particular context) but that does not change the fact that there is
no reliable way to fact-check that claim. We return to this issue in the discussion part.

Analysis

We look first at the criteria that all the fact-checks fulfilled. In our sample, we observed
that no fact-check had serious problems concerning the immediate context. Thus, cri-
terion 2 is satisfied. PolitiFact itself offers details about the immediate context: who
says what, where, what else is said, is the claim a response to a question, part of a
debate, etc. When we could not check the immediate context ourselves (e.g., due to an
outdated link), we ruled these in favor of PolitiFact because of their practice to explain
the immediate context.

Criterion 3 is satisfied, because PolitiFact does not accuse any speaker of lying. This is
not surprising as PolitiFact itself notes that it does not use the word “lie”, except when
defining claims they consider to be the “Lie of the year”. This “nomination” seems not
to be actually about lying, because PolitiFact states that this practice is about choosing
the most egregious falsehood (Drobnic Holan 2018b). Neither do we interpret their
“Pants on Fire” rating to refer to lying, since PolitiFact defines this category in a way
that does not involve intention (Drobnic Holan 2018a).

We could not determine any blatant inconsistencies between fact-checks, so we con-
sider criterion 4 to be fulfilled. However, this result comes with an asterisk. The way Poli-
tiFact defines its Truth-O-Meter’s categories leaves considerable leeway when
determining claims ratings. For example, PolitiFact rates a claim as “True” if “The statement
is accurate and there’s nothing significant missing” and “Mostly true” if “The statement is
accurate but needs clarification or additional information.” (Drobnic Holan 2018a). Deciding
whether a particular missing nuance or detail is “significant” usually requires subjective
consideration. Take, for example, Nancy Pelosi’s claim about the House of Representatives
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never suing the sitting president. PolitiFact judges it “True”, while noting that the state-
ment understates the clashes between these government branches (Jacobson 2014).
Compare this with Donald Trump’s statement about the murder rate increase within
U.S. cities, which he claims to be the biggest in 45 years. PolitiFact judges the claim
“Mostly true”. According to PolitiFact, the biggest problem with this claim is that it
omits the downward trend in murder rates before the recent increase (Jacobson 2016).
It is hard to say whether these truth ratings are consistent, because of the subjectivity
of significance. Another matter complicating the consistency estimations is PolitiFact’s
custom of combining multiple claims, making it difficult to sort out the rating of each indi-
vidual statement.

There were no problems with criteria 5–9 either. PolitiFact fact-checks claims from
Democrats and Republicans as well as from members of other parties and sometimes
even from politicians of other countries. PolitiFact also checks chain emails, blog- and
Facebook posts, tweets and claims from different organizations and groups. Our
sample did not contain fact-checks where PolitiFact would have advocated for policy pos-
itions, and each fact-check is based on evidence. The sources are also comprehensively
published; so too are their methodologies and the definitions of Truth-O-Meter cat-
egories. Complying with criteria 4–9 is not surprising, because PolitiFact is an IFCN
code of principles signatory (though their status was “expired” at the time of writing,
IFCN 2020b).

Thus, in the light of our criteria 2–9, PolitiFact fared well. However, part of PolitiFact’s
fact-checks violated some of our criteria. Checking complex propositions was the most
infringed upon criterion. In our sample, there were 279 fact-checks (33% of our sample)
containing a complex proposition. This practice is problematic, since people reading
only the claim and the truth rating might misinterpret the accuracy of individual claims.

Take, for example, Amy Klobuchar’s claim about millions of Americans needing mental
healthcare, while the number of public mental healthcare beds in Iowa is only 64 and the
count is similar throughout the country. The statement contains three claims: (1) number
of American’s in need of mental healthcare is in the millions, (2) Iowa has 64 public mental
healthcare beds and (3) the number of beds in other states is similar to Iowa. PolitiFact
rated the statement as “Mostly True” (Austin 2019). If the reader treats this rating as a
summary, they might think that all claims are “Mostly True”, which seems not to be the
case. PolitiFact writes that an estimated 11.2 million adults were living with serious
mental illness in 2017 and that 7.5 million received treatment in the course of the preced-
ing year. Thus, to us the first claim seems to be wholly true, not “mostly”. The number of
beds in Iowa is either 64 or more, depending on how they are counted. As for the simi-
larities between states, according to the statistics PolitiFact consulted, there are two
beds per 100,000 people in Iowa compared to the nationwide number of 11.7. This differ-
ence seems to be quite wide. We are not at all sure whether this is the association people
will get when reading that the comparison of Iowa’s number of public mental healthcare
beds to nationwide numbers is “Mostly True”. This problem could have been avoided with
three different fact-checks.

The second issue from the point of view of our criteria was PolitiFact’s tendency to fact-
check claims that cannot be checked in practice. Whether the reason for this is due to per-
sonal experience references, future projections or too ambiguous or opinion-like state-
ments, 92 fact-checks in our sample (11%) were about claims that, in theory, are
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beyond the reach of fact-checking. One frequent pattern was checking claims about what
will happen in the future if some particular policy is implemented, continued, etc., usually
based on estimates (see e.g., Farley and Drobnic Holan 2010) or expert opinions (see e.g.,
Drobnic Holan 2009) about the issue. However, no matter how good the estimate is or
how reasonable the expert’s opinion might be, there is always at least a theoretical
chance that the reality turns out to be something unexpected (this is a tendency that
Uscinski and Butler 2013, 171 also noted in their critique). Sometimes PolitiFact even
checks claims concerning what would have happened if a policy proposal that did not
pass had been implemented (see e.g., Kruzel 2018). In other words, checking claims
about a future that did not actualize. (Fact-checks about claims that describe the
content of some particular policy proposal are nevertheless checkable, see e.g., Richert
2009).

Another pattern within this variable was checking claims containing terms and
expressions that are semantically vague (these are expressions whose truth-conditions
are not constant across speakers and contexts, such as many, Egré and Icard 2018) or
whose boundary values are basically up to the fact-checker to decide. Instances of
these are fact-checks taking a stand on what kind of poll numbers reflect a policy’s
“high unpopularity” (Greenberg 2017), what kind of decrease in ratings could be
described as “way down” (Tobias 2017) and what kind of electoral defeat could be
called “shellacking” (Jacobson 2010). However, we did not consider every fact-check
about claims containing a vague expression uncheckable, if the fact-check focused on
a general tendency instead of determining the vague term. Thus, a fact-check about
crime trends in Germany (Greenberg 2018), for example, was not considered to infringe
our criteria, as PolitiFact checked whether there is an upward trend in crime (there was
not) and did not take a stand on when an increase in crime could be considered “Way up”.

Here are three more detailed examples about claims that we considered uncheckable.
The first example is a fact-check of Mitt Romney’s statement about Pakistan’s nuclear
warhead capability exceeding the capability of Great Britain in the near future. The
claim was classified as “Mostly True” (Jacobson 2012). PolitiFact consulted experts on
the topic and they agreed that Pakistan could have more nuclear warheads than Great
Britain in the future. However, being plausible does not make the claim “mostly” true. Esti-
mates can lend credibility to the claim, but one still cannot know what the future holds.

The second example of an uncheckable claim was Donald Trump’s statement that he
has been tougher on Russia than former president Barack Obama was (Jacobson and
Kruzel 2018). However, there is no agreed upon metric to gauge a politician’s toughness
toward other countries. While PolitiFact’s pondering about the issue is reasonable as such,
there is no unambiguous way to determine the claim’s truthfulness.

However, the variable of the uncheckable claims also contained some problematic bor-
derline cases. Our third example illustrates such a case. PolitiFact checked Donald Trump’s
statement where he claims that he has seen ICE liberating towns from MS-13’s control.
PolitiFact rated the claim “False”, because they could not find evidence of these “liber-
ation” operations (Valverde 2018). The fact-check infringes upon our criterion 16, as the
claim in the form that PolitiFact quotes is about Trump’s sensory perceptions, i.e., what
Trump has seen. In principle, a fact-checker could try to refute claims like this by
proving that the state of affairs has never actually occurred. Nevertheless, the claim is
still about (personal) sensory experience, and the fact-checker cannot confirm in practice
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what the speaker has seen. Therefore, despite the fact that the information PolitiFact
offered was significant, the claim is still considered uncheckable, though we admit that
drawing the line in cases like this is not easy. These borderline cases reflect the fact
that occasionally evaluating the verifiability of the claim is a somewhat subjective
process. It requires a bit of discretion, and thus justifiable differences of opinion are some-
times possible. For example, one of the reviewers noted that Trump’s claim about tough-
ness on Russia could be seen as a borderline case, as “fact-checkers make reasoned
evaluations in many cases where ‘no agreed upon metric’ exists, and no metric is perfectly
agreed-upon.” Therefore these evaluations should not always be considered as an absol-
ute judgment of a fact-checker crossing the limits of fact-checking, but rather as state-
ments that the fact-checker is moving in a gray area.

Discussion

We examined how well PolitiFact’s fact-checks comply with criteria based on and inspired
by fact-checking literature and the IFCN’s code of principles. We found that PolitiFact
fared quite well in general. Its practices have many strong and valid elements: it checks
claims in their immediate context, it does not accuse speakers of lying and we found
no blatant inconsistencies between ratings. In addition, PolitiFact does not focus its
fact-checks on any one particular side, it does not advocate for policy positions in its
fact-checks, it bases its fact-checks on evidence and it publishes the sources of this evi-
dence as well as the methodology used and the definitions of Truth-O-Meter categories.

Nevertheless, PolitiFact’s practices also contain aspects that are problematic from the
point of view of our criteria. Firstly, PolitiFact sometimes checks complex propositions. In
our sample, we found 279 fact-checks (33% of cases) where PolitiFact checked multiple
statements under one truth rating. We consider this practice problematic, as it leaves
room for misinterpretations about the accuracy of each individual claim if people read
only the claim and rating, but not the actual text part. The issue could be tackled by
checking different parts of the complex proposition in separate fact-checks or by
giving a separate truth rating for each individual claim. And if it is unavoidable to com-
pound elements from separate propositions, then a reformulation of the content could
be tried in a way that allows what is being checked to be seen as a single proposition.

The case of complex propositions is worth some discussion, though. Firstly, the first cri-
terion is based on a hypothesis that people reading complex propositions and their
ratings might misinterpret the accuracy of each individual claim (e.g., consider each
claim “mostly true”, while some of them are wholly true and others false to some
degree) and that separating the complex claim into multiple fact-checks could reduce
this risk. We are not aware of any empirical studies on how people interpret the ratings
of complex claims in the context of fact-checking (if they read only the claim and the
rating).

Additionally (as an anonymous reviewer noted to us), an argument could be made that
since many fact-checkers assumingly expect the people to read the whole text, it is not
meaningful to criticize fact-checkers for checking complex propositions. There might
also be good (journalistic) reasons for publishing the evaluation of a complex proposition
in an individual fact-check (e.g., there might be costs involved when publishing separate
fact-checks). These arguments are reasonable, but we still believe that our approach to
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the complex propositions is justified. Firstly, while fact-checkers might expect people to
read beyond the “headline” (claim quote & rating), there might still be consumers who
read only the rating and continue no further. Thus, the risk for misinterpretations
might still exist. Secondly, it is not guaranteed that a reader who goes through the
whole fact-check gets the right impression. In their study of subtle misinformation in
news article headlines, Ecker et al. (2014) found that misleading headlines could impair
readers’ memories of the article in question and affect their inferential reasoning. They
state that misleading headlines can lead to misconceptions and do damage despite a
reader’s actual attempt to grasp the article. If this kind of tendency also applies for
fact-checking articles (considering the claim & rating as a headline and assuming that
the reader considers the rating to apply to each individual claim), then there is a possi-
bility that some readers might misinterpret the rating of separate parts of a complex
claim even after reading the whole article.

Another issue regarding our sample was the checking of uncheckable claims. In our
sample there were 92 fact-checks (11% of our sample) that we considered to be
beyond fact-checking’s reach. The sample contained fact-checks of claims about the
future, claims concerning personal experience, claims that were too vague as well as
claims that were more opinion-like than factual statements. However, as noted earlier,
the criteria compiled here is not the only way to approach uncheckable claims (or the
fact-checking in general). With other principles (e.g., ones that prioritize the journalistic
aspect of fact-checking), the question of “uncheckable” claims might look different.
Additionally, even in the framework of the criteria used here, there are borderline cases
and room for justifiable disagreement. Therefore, the determination of the verifiability
of a claim requires some subjective judgement.

In addition, in many cases where an uncheckable claim was checked, the information
PolitiFact offers is meaningful and significant from a journalistic perspective. When exam-
ining a claim about the future, it is reasonable to bring up estimations and projections
about the issue, even though the truthfulness of the claim cannot (yet) be defined.
And in cases of ambiguous claims, opinions and claims concerning personal experience,
it is justifiable to give contextual information and possible approaches to the issue, even
though the claim cannot be truth-rated in practice. If one wants to address these issues in
the framework of our criteria, then a separate category for uncheckable claims could be
worth considering. That would provide a framework to reflect on these claims, devoid of
any pressure to judge them as true or false.

As final remarks, some aspects of the criteria as well as lessons from using it are worth
discussing. Firstly, while we believe that the criteria offer a meaningful approach to fact-
checking and especially to its limitations, we admit that it is somewhat narrow. The
purpose of the criteria is to sketch the borders of fact-checking, despite the fact that
sometimes there might be good reasons for the fact-checkers to cross these borders.
As previously noted, e.g., in the case of complex propositions, there might be legitimate
journalistic reasons for a fact-checker to publish only one fact-check, and in the case of
claims about the future, for example, there might be justifiable incentives for a fact-
checker to give the claim a truth-rating. The criteria do not consider issues like this,
which could be seen as a limitation.

In addition, the criteria do not take into account the quality of evidence, whether the
fact-check is of high-quality content-wise and whether the fact-checking method and
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format are as efficient as possible to combat misperceptions and fake news. However,
these are important points to ponder if one wants to comprehensively appraise fact-
checks. A framework that considers every relevant aspect of fact-checking (limits, journal-
istic aspects, quality of content, maximal efficacy, etc.) might not be easy (or even poss-
ible) to model.

The analysis (as well as comments from anonymous reviewers) also invoked some
thoughts considering the future use of these criteria, as there are potential overlaps.
Firstly, it is difficult in practice to make a difference between claims about values (criterion
14) and opinions (criterion 20), as expressions of values could also be interpreted as state-
ments of opinion. This problem also applies to vague claims (criterion 11) and figures of
speech (criterion 19), since figures of speech tend to be vague. In future analyses, it might
be reasonable to combine criterion 14 into criterion 20, and criterion 19 into criterion 11.
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