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Abstract

Increased sharing of untrustworthy information on social media platforms is one of the main challenges of our modern information
society. Because information disseminated by political elites is known to shape citizen and media discourse, it is particularly important
to examine the quality of information shared by politicians. Here, we show that from 2016 onward, members of the Republican Party
in the US Congress have been increasingly sharing links to untrustworthy sources. The proportion of untrustworthy information
posted by Republicans versus Democrats is diverging at an accelerating rate, and this divergence has worsened since President Biden
was elected. This divergence between parties seems to be unique to the United States as it cannot be observed in other western
democracies such as Germany and the United Kingdom, where left–right disparities are smaller and have remained largely constant.
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Significance Statement

It is widely acknowledged that what politicians share on social media helps shape public perceptions and views. Although there
has been an explosion of research on the effects of misinformation and how it might best be corrected, the behavior of politicians in
disseminating false or untrustworthy information has thus far largely escaped research attention. This study analyses 3.4 million
tweets from U.S. American, British and German politicians made between 2016 to 2022. Conservative politicians share information
of lower quality than their liberal counterparts and Republican members of the U.S. Congress are increasingly circulating news
from dubious sources over the last four years. These results highlight the contribution of political elites in polluting our online
environments.

Introduction
Elite cues are important drivers of public opinions and dis-
course (1). For example, public concern about climate change
is largely influenced by opinions and information shared by
elites (2). The public’s increased polarization over climate change
reflects the retreat of the Republican leadership from the scien-
tific evidence (3). The power of elites to set the agenda of public
conversations extends to mainstream media. For example, Don-
ald Trump has been shown to successfully divert media atten-
tion away from topics that were potentially harmful to him (4).
Notwithstanding the importance of elite discourse, research at-
tention has only recently shifted to investigating the information
sharing practices of a broader range of members of the political
elite (5). Here, we contribute to these analyses by investigating
the quality of information shared on social media by members of
the US Congress. We find that the trustworthiness of information
shared by members of the Republican Party is declining and that
this decline has accelerated after the election of Joe Biden as pres-

ident. We contrast these findings with information sharing prac-
tices of political elites in two other western democracies, Germany
and the United Kingdom. We choose these countries because they
are among the largest western economies that share a core bi-
cameral political system in which the lower house is elected by
the people. Nevertheless, they differ in interesting ways that may
lead to different outcomes. For example, both the United States
and the United Kingdom function mostly as two-party democra-
cies, whereas Germany is a multi-party state. The United States
was designed to break away from monarchy while the United
Kingdom chose a more gradual approach. In addition, Germany
has multiple public broadcasters ,while the United Kingdom has
only one, and in the United States ,public broadcasting does not
take a lead role in the media landscape. Although parties on the
political right tend to share somewhat less trustworthy informa-
tion in all three countries, the rapid decline of information qual-
ity shared by Republicans during the last 6 years is unique to the
United States.
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Results
To assess the trustworthiness of information shared by politicians
with the general public, we retrieve three corpora of tweets: by for-
mer and active members of the US Congress, the German parlia-
ment and the British parliament. For each corpus, we retrieve all
tweets posted between 2016 January 1 and 2022 March 16. We do
not include retweets. We extract all URLs included in the tweets.
We follow an approach employed by similar research in this do-
main (6,7) and use a trustworthiness assessment by professional
fact checkers of the domain a link points to. To this end, we use the
NewsGuard database (8). As of 2022 March, NewsGuard indexes
6860 English and 145 German language domains. Each domain is
scored on a scale of 0 (very poor) to 100 (exceptional quality jour-
nalism) points. Domains with less than 60 points are considered
“not trustworthy” (8). The majority of indexed domains (62.8% for
English and 74.5% for German) are considered trustworthy. Af-
ter excluding links to social media websites and search engines,
the database covers 46.5% of links posted by members of the US
Congress and 58.8% and 39.2% of links posted by members of the
German and British parliament, respectively. Coverage generally
increases slightly over time and is similar between parties (see
Supplementary Material Fig. S2 for details).

We report the overall proportion of links that point to domains
that are considered untrustworthy, as well as the NewsGuard
score. Figure 1A to C shows the proportion of links to untrust-
worthy domains for the three countries. For the United States, we
report values over ideology scores provided by GovTrack (9), for
Germany and the United Kingdom, we report values broken down
by parties. Republicans share more untrustworthy information
than Democrats (note the logarithmic scale). For Germany, parties
on the extreme left and extreme right share more untrustwor-
thy information than parties in the center. Overall, Republicans
share 9.1 times more links to websites considered unstrustwor-
thy than Democrats (Republicans 3.86%, Democrats 0.43%, differ-
ence 3.44%, 1.65 SD). For Germany, members of the CDU/CSU post
6.3 times more links to such websites than members of the SPD
(CDU/CSU 0.18%, SPD 0.03%, difference 0.15%, 0.04 SD). For the
United Kingdom, members of the Tories post 4.7 times more links
to untrustworthy domains than members of the Labour Party
(Tory 0.25%, Labour 0.05%, difference 0.19%, 0.08 SD). For both
Germany and the United Kingdom, the conservative parties post
more links to untrustworthy domains than their counterparts on
the left, but overall they post about half as many such links as
the Democrats in the United States. We also note that numbers
for Germany and the United Kingdom are based on very low over-
all counts of links to untrustworthy domains.

In Fig. 1D to F, we show the temporal trend of the NewsGuard
score, averaged over all links posted in a given month broken down
by party. Links posted by Republicans show a notable decrease in
trustworthiness, from on average 89.9 ± 0.1 (mean ± SD) points in
the years 2016 to 2018 to 85.2 ± 1.8 points in the years 2020 to 2022;
the score of links posted by Democrats stays remarkably stable
(94.2 ± 0.4 in 2016 to 2018 and 94.8 ± 0.1 in 2020 to 2022 (interac-
tion effect: beta = −4.01, 95% CI [−4.66, −3.37], t(204532) = −12.13,
P < 0.001, see Supplementary Material Table S6 for details). This
development is not reflected in the trustworthiness scores of links
posted by conservative or far-right parties in other countries. In
Germany, the scores of links posted by the AfD and members of
the CDU/CSU stays stable with an average score of 83.9 ± 1.1 and
92.2 ± 0.8 in 2016 to 2018 and a score of 83.0 ± 1.3 and 91.6 ± 0.8 in
2020 to 2022, respectively. Similarly, the scores of the Democratic
Unionist Party and Conservatives in the British parliament stay
stable or slightly improve, with 83.4 ± 1.0 and 89.1 ± 0.6 in 2016

to 2018 and 85.6 ± 5.4 and 88.2 ± 0.3 in 2020 to 2022, respectively.
These overall trends are also reflected in the proportion of links to
domains considered untrustworthy (score <60), shown in Fig. 1(G
to I). The proportion of links to these domains posted by Repub-
licans doubles, from 2.4% ± 0.2% in 2016 to 2018 to 5.5% ± 0.7%
in 2020 to 2022. The proportion of untrustworthy links posted by
Democrats shows no change, from 0.4% ± 0.3% in 2016 to 2018
to 0.4% ± 0.1% in 2020 to 2022. For the German AfD, the propor-
tion decreases from 8.3% ± 2.2% to 6.4% ± 1.9%. The proportion
of links to untrustworthy domains of all other parties in Germany
and the United Kingdom is similar to the proportion posted by
Democrats and does not change over time.

As a robustness check, we reproduced our main result (viz. the
increase in the proportion of links to untrustworthy domains by
Republicans) using a second database of domain trustworthiness,
compiled independently of NewsGuard (see the "Materials and
Methods" section for details). The observed temporal trend of the
proportion of links to untrustworthy domains is displayed in the
inset of Fig. 1(G), and shows a similar trend in the proportion of
untrustworthy domains posted by Republicans (from 5.9% ± 0.3%
in 2016 to 2018 to 11.3% ± 2.9% in 2020 to 2022), while the pro-
portion of links to untrustworthy domains posted by Democrats
slightly decreases (0.8% ± 0.8% and 0.3% ± 0.1%).

Discussion
Several recent analyses have shown that American conserva-
tives are more likely to encounter and share untrustworthy in-
formation than their counterparts on the political left (6,10,11).
Although the reasons for this apparent asymmetry are still de-
bated, one possible explanation appeals to partisan motivations.
Evidence suggests that derogatory content toward the political
outgroup increases sharing intentions among partisans (12). Ac-
cording to a recent study, greater negativity toward Democrats is
mostly found in lower-quality outlets, which may explain con-
servatives’ over-representation in sharing untrustworthy infor-
mation (13). This might also explain the difference between the
United States and the other countries, if right-wing news outlets
outside the United States are not more negative toward the polit-
ical left or if links are not the dominant mode of misinformation
sharing in these countries. Another possibility is that right-wing
actors leverage controversial outlets in order to get more traction
on social media, as has been evident in the United States, United
Kingdom, and Germany (14).

Here, we contribute to a potential explanation by showing that
Republican members of Congress have become increasingly likely
to share untrustworthy information on Twitter. This pattern can
contribute to the observed asymmetry among the public in at
least two ways: first, by directly providing misinformation to Re-
publican partisans and, second, by legitimizing the sharing of
untrustworthy information more generally. Notably, this pattern
is less pronounced in two major western democracies: although
politicians from mainstream conservative parties in both Ger-
many and the United Kingdom tend to share information that is
of slightly lower quality than information shared by their counter
parts on the left, the gap is not large and there is no evidence
of it widening. We are thus experiencing a uniquely American
dilemma.

Materials and Methods
Twitter corpus
A corpus of tweets from former and present members of the US
Congress, the German parliament, and the British parliament was
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Fig. 1. Proportion of links to untrustworthy domains posted by Twitter accounts associated with Democratic and Republican former (dots) and active
(triangles) members of the US Congress (A), members of the German (B), and British parliament (C). Average NewsGuard score of links posted by
members of the US Congress (D), members of the German parliament (E), and members of the British parliament (F) between 2016 and 2022.
Proportion of links to untrustworthy domains posted by members of the US Congress (G), members of the German parliament (H), and members of the
British parliament (I) between 2016 and 2022. The inset in G shows a reproduction of the result using an independently compiled list of untrustworthy
domains (see extended methods in the online Supplementary Material). Scores and proportions of untrustworthy domains were averaged over
monthly intervals with a rolling average of three months, and are broken down by party, color-coded by commonly used party colors. The 95%
confidence intervals were computed with bootstrap sampling over 1,000 iterations.

collected by scraping all tweets from accounts associated with
the respective politicians between 2016 January 1 and 2022 March
16. This resulted in a total of 1023 unique Twitter handles for
the United States, covering 61.7% of politicians that served in
the 114th, 115th, 116th, or 117th Congress. For Germany and the
United Kingdom, a total of 822 (65.7% of parliamentarians) and
726 unique Twitter handles (78.6% of parliamentarians) are in-
cluded, respectively (see Supplementary Material Fig. S1 and Ta-
bles S1 to S3 for details). To build the text corpus, all tweets posted
by the collected Twitter accounts in the specified time frame were
obtained via the Twitter API. We chose 2016 January 1, as the earli-
est date because before this date very few tweets by parliamentar-
ians in Germany and the United Kingdom were available. Exclud-
ing retweets and tweets not in the country’s respective national

language, the corpus contains a total of 1,694,403, 754,233, and
960,114 tweets for the United States, Germany, and United King-
dom, respectively. To determine the trustworthiness of informa-
tion posted by the politicians, we extracted all URLs linking exter-
nal sites contained in the tweets (shortened links such as bit.ly
were expanded to determine the actual domain).

Information trustworthiness
Following the methods of prominent research concerned with
the trustworthiness of information (6,7), we use source trustwor-
thiness as an estimator for the trustworthiness of an individual
piece of shared information. Specifically, we classified the trust-
worthiness of links tweeted by politicians based on the trust-
worthiness of the domain rather than specific items of content.
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We used nutrition scores provided by NewsGuard (8), a company
that offers professional fact checking as a service and curates a
large data base of domains (see Supplementary Material for de-
tails). The trustworthiness of a domain is assessed on a scale of
0 to 100 points, where domains with a score of 60 or higher are
labelled as “generally adhering to basic standards of credibility
and transparency” (8). Similar to (15), which also uses the News-
Guard data base to establish domain trustworthiness, we use this
value as a threshold below, which we classify a domain as “not
trustworthy”.

To validate our use of NewsGuard, we investigated whether
any major news outlets are missed by the data base and whether
missed news outlets have a political bias (see Supplementary Ma-
terial). To further validate our use of NewsGuard, we compiled an
independent data base of domain trustworthiness from a range of
academic and journalistic fact-checking sites (see Supplementary
Material Tables S4 to S5 for details).

Supplementary Material
Supplementary material is available at PNAS Nexus online.

Funding
J.L. acknowledges funding from the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant
No. 101026507. S.L., A.S., S.T.A., and D.G. received support from
the European Research Council (ERC Advanced Grant 101020961
PRODEMINFO). S.L. and A.S. acknowledge support from the Volk-
swagen Foundation (grant “Reclaiming individual autonomy and
democratic discourse online: how to rebalance human and algo-
rithmic decision making”), and S.L., D.G., and F.C. also acknowl-
edge funding from the John Templeton Foundation (through the
Honesty program awarded to Wake Forest University). S.L. was
also supported by the Humboldt Foundation through a research
award.

Authors’ Contributions
J.L., S.T.A., A.S., F.C., D.G., and S.L. conceptualized the research. J.L.
performed the data collection and analysis. J.L. and S.L. wrote the
original draft of the manuscript.

Data Availablity
Full reproduction materials, including data (tweet IDs, party la-
bels, and independently compiled list of domain labels) and
analysis code, but excluding the NewsGuard data base, which
is proprietary are accessible at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.I

O/MQHGP. To acquire data from NewsGuard, contact sup-
port@newsguardtech.com.

REFERENCES
1. Chong D, Druckman JN., 2007. A theory of framing and opinion

formation in competitive elite environments. J Commun. 57:99–
118.

2. Carmichael JT, Brulle RJ., 2017. Elite cues, media coverage, and
public concern: an integrated path analysis of public opinion on
climate change, 2001–2013. Environ Polit. 26:232–252.

3. Merkley E, Stecula DA., 2018. Party elites or manufactured
doubt? the informational context of climate change polariza-
tion. Sci Commun. 40:258–274.

4. Lewandowsky S, Jetter M, Ecker UK., 2020. Using the president’s
tweets to understand political diversion in the age of social me-
dia. Nat Commun. 11: 1–12.

5. Mosleh M, Rand DG. 2021. Measuring exposure to misinforma-
tion from political elites on Twitter. PsyArXiv. https://doi.org/10
.31234/osf.io/ye3pf

6. Grinberg N, Joseph K, Friedland L, Swire-Thompson B, Lazer D.,
2019. Fake news on twitter during the 2016 us presidential elec-
tion. Science. 363:374–378.

7. Pennycook G, et al. 2021. Shifting attention to accuracy can re-
duce misinformation online. Nature. 592:590–595.

8. NewsGuard I. 2020. Rating process and criteria (Internet
Archive). [accessed 2022-04-20]. https://web.archive.org/web/20
200630151704/ https://www.newsguardtech.com/ratings/rating
-process-criteria/.

9. GovTrack.us. 2022. Govtrack.us - tracking the united states
congress. [accessed 2022-04-20]. (https://www.govtrack.us/).

10. Guess AM, Nyhan B, Reifler J., 2020. Exposure to untrustworthy
websites in the 2016 U.S. election. Nat Hum Behav. 4:472–480.

11. Guess AM, Nagler J, Tucker J., 2019. Less than you think: Preva-
lence and predictors of fake news dissemination on Facebook.
Sci Adv. 5:eaau4586.

12. Rathje S, Van Bavel JJ, van der Linden S. 2021. Out-group animos-
ity drives engagement on social media. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA.
118:e2024292118.

13. Osmundsen M, Bor A, Vahlstrup PB, Bechmann A, Petersen MB.,
2021. Partisan polarization is the primary psychological motiva-
tion behind political fake news sharing on twitter. Am Polit Sci
Rev. 115:999–1015.

14. Huszár F, et al. 2022. Algorithmic amplification of politics on
twitter. Proc Natl Acad Sci. 119:e2025334119

15. Bhadani S, et al. 2022. Political audience diversity and news reli-
ability in algorithmic ranking. Nat Hum Behav. 6:1–11.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pnasnexus/article/1/4/pgac186/6695314 by U

niv Bibliothek Potsdam
 user on 05 O

ctober 2022

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/MQHGP
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/MQHGP
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/ye3pf
https://web.archive.org/web/20200630151704/
https://www.newsguardtech.com/ratings/rating-process-criteria/

