Skepticism
Triggers
When you don’t have time to fact check.

Welcome and thank you for coming. I’m Richmond Shreve and I write and publish The
Generalist blog. About 10 years ago I served as a senior editor with the blog site
OpEdNews.com. Unlike newspaper editors, we did not enforce journalistic quality
standards. Writers could post rants, conspiracy theories, and wild personal speculation. We
simply sought to cull out the worst junk and feature the best of what came in.
To help readers assess quality and authenticity, I published a list of skepticism triggers.
Over the years I’ve continued to study how to screen information and improve my skill at
spotting questionable articles. This presentation gives an overview, and The handout
provides some practical tools. No fact‐checking is involved.
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Too Much Information!
Newspaper, Magazines, Mail, Radio, TV, Internet, Email, and conversations

The amount of information available to us is overwhelming. Let’s take a quick
survey.
• Raise your hand if you subscribe or regularly buy a physical newspaper?
• Raise you hand if you are a paid subscriber to a digital edition of a newspaper?

• Who receives one or more magazines.
• Who regularly uses social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc.)

• Who watches cable TV news.
• Who listens to AM radio talk shows?

• Who listens to NPR.
• Who discusses current affairs with friends and neighbors?

As you see we swim is a sea of information. How do we know what to rely on?
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You’re better equipped than you think!

•Personal Values
•Life Experience
•Education
•Situational Awareness
•Self Awareness
We are all much better equipped than we think. Everything we see, read and hear is
informed by our personal values, our life experience, our education, our situational
awareness, and most important our self‐awareness. Consequently some things just don’t
ring true. Others resonate with what we know and believe. We intuitively sense what is
credible.
My talk tonight is designed to raise conscious awareness of cues that should trigger our
skepticism. Your handout contains a partial listing of these skepticism triggers. In the next
few minutes I'll remind you of what’s already in your credibility tool kit and give you some
opportunities to practice.
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Use your personal “BS”
meter…

•Source?
•Author?
•Style? (motive?)
•Quality?
•Affect? (mood)
I call this toolset a personal BS meter. These are five things we should consider as we
evaluate authenticity. We look first at the source. We consider the author. We analyze the
style and look for clues to the underlying motive. We assess the journalistic quality of the
material. And finally, we look inward at our affect to see what mood our exposure to the
information has triggered.
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Consider the

SOURCE

First let's consider the source.
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The Problem:

DISCERNING

BIAS
AND

QUALITY

Every source earns a reputation for bias and for reporting quality. By bias we generally
mean political leaning. By quality we mean the journalistic merit of the source.
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This media bias chart attempts to place popular news media on a grid. The vertical axis is
quality. The horizontal axis represents a continuum from liberal on the left to conservative
on the right. The chart groups these media sources as clusters shown as shaded circles and
ovals.
At the top of the quality scale and in the middle or neutral zone we find the Associated
Press, Reuters and Bloomberg News. Looking downward and to the left, we get into the
liberal bias domain. Quality falls off as bias increases. We see the Public Radio Network and
BBC on a lower tier. Further down the scale we see news aggregators like Slate and The
Daily Beast which do complex analysis but rely on others to gather the news. Both have a
decidedly liberal leaning. All the way at the bottom on the left are the publications that
have questionable accuracy and may contain misleading information.
This chart is printed on the back of the handout I've distributed. Please decide for yourself
whether you agree with the placement of your favorite sources. Note that MSNBC appears
within a square yellow box that designates sources that make fair interpretation of the
news, meaning they don’t purposely mislead. But Fox News and Daily Wire the cross the
line into the red box that denotes “nonsense damaging to public discourse.” This bottom
level on the chart clusters sources that present unfair interpretation. Your take away from
this chart should be the ability to judge sources you read by evaluating quality and bias.

7

Consider the

AUTHOR

Next let's consider clues we get from the author. An obvious way to separate good
information from bad is to know the work of particular authors. Let’s include television
producers and commentators as authors. In some cases we may find that integrity and
critical thinking of an author merit our trust. In other cases we may believe that the person
is biased but generally factual in his or her reporting. Still others use dogma to frame their
take on stories and can’t be trusted as honest observers.
Comedians and entertainer newscasters may be highly biased and very unfair in their
reporting. Their aim is to amuse more than to inform.
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Integrity and Trust

These are familiar faces. Can you evaluate them based on your past experience and their
public reputations? Walter Cronkite, for example, was once revered as the most trusted
personality in news. At the other extreme of the spectrum, Alex Jones has been so
unprincipled that his show is barred from social media outlets.
The late‐night comedians are known to cherry pick news clips and mock and demean the
targets of their satire. Yet for some people they are a primary news source. Commentators
like Hannity, Maddow, Moyers, and Reich each have their own social and political bias.
Trump and Obama are polar opposites just about across the board.

Each of us in the room attributes different levels of integrity and trust to these celebrities.
In a moment I will present video clips featuring some of these people. Try to suspend you
personal politics and be a critical observer. Watch for images that trigger skepticism. Listen
for charged language. But especially look for fabricated context or spin aimed at suggesting
how you should hold the matter being covered.
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Add clip of Trevor Noah, Hannity. Reich, Maddow

[Run video]
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What is the authors purpose or intent?
• Pitch an idea?
• Build a case?
• Incite action?
• Fabricate context? (spin?)
• Amuse? (mock, ridicule, demean)
• Bull‐shift? (divert our attention)
• Seed doubts?

Every writer, every author, and every video producer communicates with a purpose or an
intention. They’ve crafted the message they present to achieve that intent. Usually it's not
all that hard to guess. We ask ourselves is he or she pitching an idea? Are they building a
case? Does this incite us toward action? Do they frame the fact pattern in a contrived
context or spin?
Ask yourself, am I being informed or amused or pitched to? And is that accomplished by
mocking, ridiculing or demeaning people or groups?
What self‐interest motivates the author? Consider compensation, Nielson ratings, celebrity,
and advertising revenue.
Does the author seek to manipulate and dominate the news cycle, perhaps to minimize
coverage of an unrelated matter?
Doug Muder coined the term "bull‐shift" as shorthand for veering off point to a new
subject so as to divert the reader's attention from the matter of first concern. Is the author
probing deeper into controversy or are they deflecting?
And finally, there is a whole genre of news material that is created expressly to seed doubt.
The topic of climate change is a target of many such articles. Negative political op‐eds and
advertisements are powerful examples.

11

Consider the

STYLE
(tells motive, mood and more)

Having considered the source and the author we turn to the style of the content and its
presentation. Notice the choice of words; sense the passion or lack of it; watch the impact
of pictures, charts and illustrations; and look for the factual content. This awareness along
with observations about the writing itself give us cues to motive, mood and much more.
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Kinds of News
• Objective Report – who, what, where, when?
• Analysis – why?, interprets facts and circumstances
• Opinion – someone’s position, a stand
• Rant – passionate opinion, emotional appeal
• Advocacy – presents a case to sway perception
• Propaganda – manipulates perception, deludes,
distracts

There are at least six distinct kinds of news stories. Basic objective reporting tells who,
what, where, and when. Analysis answers “why?” by rationally interpreting the facts and
the circumstances for the reader. Opinion takes analysis a step further and expresses
someone's position or a stand about story.
These first three kinds of news can be presented with objectivity and fairness. The
remaining kinds of news, not so much. A rant adds passion to opinion and engages the
emotions of the reader.
The fifth, advocacy, is clearly not objective. It builds a case so as to sway our perception of
the situation. We don't expect advocacy to be balanced or even fair. It's intent is to change
our thinking or beliefs on something and move us to action. All advertising is advocacy.
When advocacy misleads or includes misinformation, falsification, and manipulation it's
propaganda. It represents the situation inauthentically and unfairly. We generally expect
political advertising produced by political consultants to be propaganda.
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Chicago Tribune – Columnist Cal Thomas

I clipped this article from a recent issue of the Courier Times. It's a column written by
conservative pundit Cal Thomas for the Chicago Tribune and it was syndicated to local
newspapers. It appeared in the opinion section. The Chicago Tribune has high journalistic
quality and Thomas is a conservative celebrity with a syndicated radio talk show. He’s a
regular on Fox News. We’d expect him to lean right.
What can we tell by scanning over the article?
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Chicago Tribune – Columnist Cal Thomas

When I encounter an article like this, I generally look at the title and then read the first line
of each paragraph very quickly and then look for a conclusion in the final sentence or two.
I’ve highlighted the sentences that define the theme. I'll read them aloud for you:
“A Victory in Trade.
Pres. Trump has been right… This is all part of the president's negotiating strategy.
Critics of Pres. Trump once again have been proved wrong. The stock market loves
it. Democrats like Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer, can only say they want to
see details. How do they oppose more jobs and higher wages for American
workers? Past presidents have bowed to globalists. The US MCA has the potential to
do great things for the US. There doesn't seem to be a credible argument in
opposition.”
Okay, we get that Cal Thomas is pitching the idea that the president has won a skirmish in
trade war and triumphed over detractors. But when I study the article more carefully, it's
pretty thin on facts and comparisons. Quotations are mostly from the president himself
who certainly isn’t objective. Consequently, I remain skeptical though I get Thomas’s point.
As an aside, I prefer reading to television exactly because I can sift through a lot of material
quickly by scanning it without reading every word. Watching video or TV commits me to
seeing and hearing it all. Often all that I really want to know is what I get rapidly from
cursory scanning. The present article tells me that the president’s supporters claim a trade
victory, but claimed benefits are thinly supported with actual facts. It’s mostly Thomas’s
subjective opinion.
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The New Yorker – Sheela Kolhatkar

Now here's another article on the same topic taken from the New Yorker magazine and
written by Sheelah Kolhatkar. The first thing that grabs me about this article is the
illustration. It shows the president with a curious expression on his face and partially
obscured by smoke and what looks like mirrors. I know from experience that The New
Yorker editor is an outspoken critic of the president. So based on the source and the
graphic alone I expect liberal bias.
What facts does the author present to justify the smoke and mirrors characterization?
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What style is this?

This of course is just one paragraph from the article and I selected it to make a point. The
author, as we suspected from the title, is saying that the new trade agreement isn't greatly
different from the old one. It’s more a renamed (rebranded) update of the original. It does
however embody modest improvement and she quotes some comparative numbers in the
highlighted sentences:
"It requires, for example, that 75% of the cars components be made in Canada, the
US, or Mexico in order for the car to qualify for zero tariffs. (It was 62.5% under the
old agreement.) Workers making at least $16 an hour must do 40% of the labor that
goes into building the car (up from 30%)."
Like Cal Thomas’ piece, this is analysis and opinion. But unlike the previous article, it
provides objective fact to justify its premise. Nevertheless, style features like the use of the
clever photograph and the language and tone of the rest of the article makes the spin clear.
The difference is both quality and partisan perspective.
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Consider the

QUALITY
(sources, quotes, perspective(s), etc.)

You'll remember that on the media bias chart we saw earlier, quality was the vertical axis.
We know quality by features of the article itself including sources mentioned, quotations,
and the discussion of more than one perspective. Lets delve further into quality.
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Features of Quality News
• Honest original reporting (investigation, research)
• Interviews (Probing, tough‐minded, aggressive follow‐
up)
• Direct quotes.
• Named sources.
• Corroboration of controversial stories.
• Fact checking
• Complex analysis
• Comment from diverse viewpoints.
Hallmarks of the highest quality include honest original reporting. The best journalism
often requires rigorous long term work by an investigative reporting team. Bob
Woodward's work on Watergate would be an example.
The best reporters interview people familiar with the matter at hand. They quote them
directly and name them. Controversial stories require corroboration by more than one
informant. Research is necessary to develop background facts and historical comparisons.
Quality journalism requires fact checking usually done by a specialist in the editorial staff.
Quality is enhanced by complex rational analysis of the fact patterns. Discussion of
contradictory or dissenting viewpoints is also an indicator of quality reporting.

19

Authenticity
• Fact – verifiable, accepted perceptions of reality.
• Reality – The actual circumstances as distinct from
how we perceive or interpret them.

(“Truth” – Is perception that one earnestly believes, accepts as reality, and relies upon. But truth is not fact. It’s an
assessment or verdict and can be entirely subjective and unprovable, as with spiritual truth. )

Certain common words in terms have come to have ambiguous meanings. A fact is
generally something that any observer can verify. If more than one person can see and
verify a thing for themselves we conclude that it's an accurate perception of reality. A story
is authentic when it honestly and accurately depicts reality.
The word “reality” stands for what is actual and authentic. Reality is what it is. It can't be
altered by words, or stories, or memes. Our perception of reality can be wrong. The
pothole in the road is reality. If you don't see the pothole in your path it's still there, even
though you didn't perceive it until your car hit it. Reality is immutable, but perception can
be manipulated.
I try not to use the word "truth" in discussing authenticity. In common usage truth is a
perception that one honestly believes, accepts as reality, and relies upon. But truth is not
always reality‐based. It's an assessment or a personal verdict formed on subjective human
perception and limited information. Truth, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. It’s
subject to fresh insights, as is the case with spiritual truth. Truth is often a shared belief
among members of the same tribe in society.
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Inauthenticity
• Lies
• Distortion and spin
• Coverup
• False “facts”
• Sophist “logic”
• Conspiracy theory

The handout lists Skepticism Triggers. The list is too long to go over here, and it’s most
useful when you simply review it as a reminder of the ways you intuitively test news for
authenticity. If the article or newscast you are presented with contains any of these
elements or properties, you are triggered to be skeptical and more critical in your thinking.
Often when you play the content of the story against your education and life experience,
the lies, distortions, spin, and falsehoods are revealed. When you scrutinize the author’s
logic, you may see missing links in the chain, or questionable assumptions leading to a false
conclusion.
Conspiracy theories are usually concocted to justify someone’s fears or cynical outlook.
Dogmatic belief, denial of inconvenient facts, and implausible secrecy and discipline by
large numbers of conspirators are hallmarks of conspiracy beliefs.
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[Play video]
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(Discussion)
CREDIBLE?

Let’s examine this video to see what triggers our skepticism. Use your handout to heighten
your awareness and to prompt you. Please wait for a microphone before speaking.
[allow 5 minutes]
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This Bloomberg animation of NASA data graphs the major natural factors and human
actions that contribute to climate change. In the Prager film these natural factors were
cited as the prime culprits and the role of humanity was dismissed. Correlation with fossil
fuel combustion alone doesn’t prove humans cause global warming, but the
preponderance of evidence supports the conclusion.
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Prager casts doubt on the significance of temperature rise. There is no discussion of the
risks of inaction or the vicious cycle that, once triggered may prove impossible to mitigate.
Prager doesn’t consider the risks of inaction.
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Consider

AFFECT
(Ask: what mood am I experiencing)

How did you feel watching the Prager video? When I first saw it I was upset. I could imagine
others being lulled into a dangerously wrong viewpoint. I knew it was a sophist argument,
but I also knew it could take a lot of hard research work to rebut it. Prager asserts that
something like 90% of people who view their short videos change their opinion on the
matter at hand. I see that a breach of integrity and a fraud.
When a Sophist argument is done well it has an internal consistency that bespeaks
confidence. But to our skeptical eye, it’ seems too pat and too tidy, begging us to challenge
it.
That uneasy feeling is what prompted me to look for the contradictory data Prager omitted
in their deceptive reporting of the climate story.
When you look closely at other content produced by Prager you discover that it is created
and presented to reinforce conservative doctrine. Though it poses as objective inquiry, it’s
not. Prager’s productions are purpose‐built to make a case. They don’t stand up to
informed review.
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Skepticism Triggers

TROPES &
MEMES
(Artificial linguistic devices)
Trope is the older of these similar words; it has been with us for centuries.
Wikipedia says: "A literary trope is the use of figurative language.[1] For example,
the sitting United States administration might be referred to as 'Washington’.
Washington is a trope for the US government. Since the 1970s, the word has also
come to mean a commonly recurring literary device, motif, or cliché.“ A trope is a
repurposed word or symbol used to package an idea. It’s similar to a brand identity.
The word meme is much more recent, and we know its origin. Richard Dawkins
coined it in 1976. He saw it as the cultural equivalent of a gene. A meme is a bit of
cultural perception packaged so that the idea it evokes can be passed on to others.
The meme is embodied in a catchphrase, a word, or a graphic. A process akin to
"natural selection" can act on memes in a way analogous to genes. Some memes
will be not be passed on, and will "go extinct," some will fit in better with the
cultural environment and be shared widely. The term “woke” is a contemporary
meme. “Crooked Hillary” is a meme.
Memes can bypass critical thinking and spread virally just as a colorful cliché does.
They shape perception. The Russians exploited them widely in 2016. Political groups
and activist flood the internet with them.
Here is a sampling of graphic memes that are shared among Facebook users.
Successful memes are seen by millions. Can you spot what triggers your skepticism?
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[play video]
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(Discussion)
Comments?

I’ll conclude with a homework assignment. After you watch, listen, or read the news take
out tonights handout and see how many of the skepticism triggers were present in just one
of the stories. With a little practice to limber up, your BS meter will serve you well
Thank you for your attention and interest in Credibility.
Have you comments to share, or questions?
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