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Abstract
This study reports errors of fact in opinion columns about the proposed health care
legislation of 2009, related government documents, and miscellaneous related errors of
fact by the most widely circulated syndicated conservative and progressive columnists
regarding H.R. 3200, the “Affordable Health Choices Act.” Conservative columnists
committed significantly more factual errors than did the progressive columnists in this
study. The major finding of this study is that factual errors seem to be a function of
individual columnist's political philosophy, i.e., conservative versus progressive.
Conservative errors were mainly mischaracterizations of the actual language of the
pending health care bill, while progressive errors were mainly about supporting
arguments in favor of such legislation.
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August 10, 2009 CNN reported, “Senators this week joined their colleagues from
the House at town hall meetings as they spent their August recess in their home districts.
But disruptive protests are turning town hall meetings into shouting matches and
drowning out discussion over what is and isn’t in health care plans in the House and
Senate...Senator Claire McCaskill, Democrat, Missouri, told CNN ‘People are just getting
information that’s flat wrong.’” (CNN, 2009, para. 18).
One source of false information was Betsy McCaughey (2009), who wrote in The
Wall Street Journal, “According to the terms of the Kennedy bill, you must enroll in a
‘qualified’ plan or face a fine, even if you and your employer are paying the entire cost of
the plan you already have (section 161)” (para. 3). This is inaccurate because the bill
allows people to keep insurance plans they are enrolled in before the pertinent provision,
i.e., enrollment in a qualified plan is in effect in 2014. The so-called “Kennedy Bill,”
under “Preemption; State Flexibility; Construction; Section 2733(a)1 of the Public Health
Services Act is amended” to state: “NO CHANGES TO EXISTING COVERAGE. (a)
OPTION TO RETAIN CURRENT INSURANCE COVERAGE.-- With respect to a
group health plan or health insurance coverage in which an individual was enrolled prior
to the effective date of this title, this subtitle (and the amendments made by this subtitle)
shall not apply to such plan or coverage” (“Draft”, 2009).
Several of the most widely circulated opinion columnists also falsely
characterized significant provisions of the bill. One such misstatement was that voluntary
“end of life counseling” paid by Medicare would become, as Sarah Palin (2009) wrote in
The Wall Street Journal, “dare I say it-- 'death panels?'” (para. 15).
Rationale
Although many studies of news accuracy have been published (Maire, 2005) our
search of newspaper research turned up no systematic evaluations of opinion column
accuracy. One book, edited by anthropologists Catherine Besteman and Hugh Gusterson,
Why America's Top Pundits are Wrong: Anthropologists Talk Back (2005), contains
essays that describe errors by columnists related to cultural issues. But, as Day and Golan
(2005) noted in their review of research literature, “Mass Communication scholarship has
largely ignored the Op-Ed page” (p. 65).
Purpose
This study reports errors of fact in opinion columns about the proposed health care
legislation of 2009, related government documents, and miscellaneous related errors of
fact by seven of the most widely circulated syndicated conservative columnists listed in a
Media Matters (2007) report. The conservative columnists’ columns were compared with
those of the ten most widely nationally circulated syndicated progressive columnists
regarding H.R. 3200, the “Affordable Health Choices Act,” ( H.R.3200, 2009).
Research Questions
1. Is there a significant difference in the number of factual errors, if any, between
Progressive columnists and Conservative columnists in health care reform
columns?
2. What is the nature of the differences in the subjects of errors, if any, between
Progressive and Conservative columnists in health care reform columns?
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Research Method
Below is a list of the ten conservative and ten progressive columnists, their circulation
numbers and numbers of papers carrying their columns as reported in the Media Matters
survey. This study selected only seven of the conservative columnists. Robert Novak is
deceased, and Bill O'Reilly and Rubin Navaratte did not publish columns on health care
in the period of this study.
Conservative Columnists
George Will
Kathleen Parker
Cal Thomas
Charles Krauthammer
David Brooks
Thomas Sowell
Jonah Goldberg
Rubin Navaratte
Robert Novak
Bill O'Reilly
Totals

Progressive Columnists

Circulation

Papers

21,288,002
15,046,258
13,888,268
11,982,110
8,781,931
6,658,305
5,687,773
5,664,622
4,083,126
3,677,146
96,757, 637

328
280
306
110
90
141
61
71
80
126
601

Ellen Goodman
Leonard Pitts
Maureen Dowd
Paul Krugman
E. J. Dionne Jr.
Eugene Robinson
Clarence Page
Garrison Kiellor
Bob Herbert
Richard Cohen

Circulation

Papers

13,930,416
13,783,002
9,649,065
6,763,014
6,480,329
6,149,652
5,798,704
4,593,545
4,528,686
4,373,936
76,225,350

239
186
100
57
60
75
100
64
37
42
960

Columns in this study were published between June 1, 2009 (a week before H.R.
3200 was reported by the House Energy and Commerce Committee) and September 9,
2009 (a day after the end of Congress's Summer recess), which includes the period of the
infamous “Town Hall” meetings in various Congressional districts). This period also
includes the report by the Senate HELP committee of the “Affordable Health Care Act”
which provoked “death panel” protests.
This study does not include commentary or references to the health care bills
signed into law in 2010 (“The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act” and “The
Health Care & Education Reconciliation Act.”).
Fact-Errors
Each column was read independently by the two authors of this study and statements of
fact were identified as they referred to government documents, including H.R. 3200,
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) reports, The American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act of 2009 (“The American”), U.S. Census data, and miscellaneous statements related to
health care. Errors of fact in commentary about government documents are statements
that ignore the actual language of such documents. For example, a claim that a
government medical advisory board would dictate medical procedures to be used by
physicians would not be factual. An example of a miscellaneous factual error is the claim
by a columnist that an insurance company had refused to pay for prenatal and postnatal
care, claiming that the pregnancy was a preexisting condition. Such statements as this
offered in support of an argument related to health care, e.g., insurers mislead their
subscribers, were considered to be relevant factual assertions. But an on line search of the
woman's name (who was identified as a writer) discovered an article in which the woman
acknowledged that her insurance company did not deny coverage because of a
preexisting condition. In coding the column in question, the claim that the insurer refused
coverage because pregnancy was a preexisting condition was marked as false.
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Intercoder Reliability
The authors individually examined all columns written by the columnists during
the selected time frame. There was 100 percent agreement on which articles dealt with
the health care issue. Authors then read the health care columns individually and
identified statements of fact. Decisions were made using the precise meanings of words.
For example a statement that said “will” was considered to reflect a mandatory outcome
while “may” was considered to reflect an option. Similar distinctions were made among
the articles, “a”, “an” and “the”, with “the” reflecting a single option and “a” or “an”
reflecting more than one. Thus a statement which used “will” when there were other
options was considered false. For example, a statement by George Will (2009b) that
“such a plan will lead to a single-payer system,” was rated false because there was
contradictory evidence that the plan might not lead to a single payer system. Had the
statement said “Such a plan could (or might) lead to a single payer system,” it would
have been considered true. There was 98 percent agreement on which statements made
factual claims.
Results
Table I below displays the numbers of columns written by each columnist,
conservative or progressive, during the period of this study, the numbers of factual errors,
the mean number of errors and t and P values.
Table 1
Columnist
Number of Factual
Mean
Columns
Errors
Errors
Conservatives
David Brooks
2
0
0
Jonah Goldberg
3
8
2.6
Charles Krauthammer
4
3
0.75
Kathleen Parker
3
3
1
Thomas Sowell
1
1
1
Cal Thomas
2
2
1
George Will
2
4
2
Totals
17
21
Progressives
Richard Cohen
E. J. Dionne
Maureen Dowd
Ellen Goodman
Bob Herbert
Garrison Keillor
Paul Krugman
Clarence Page
Leonard Pitts
Eugene Robinson
Totals
t = 2.7912
P = 0.0144

3
4
2
3
2
1
2
2
1
5
24

0
0
0
1
0
0
1
3
0
1
6

0
0
0
0.33
0
0
0.5
1.5
0
0.02
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There was a significant difference in numbers of factual errors in conservative
versus progressive columns. Conservatives committed 21 errors of fact in 17 columns
and progressives committed 6 in 25 columns (t = 2.7912; two-tailed P = 0.0144)
Factual Errors: Conservative Columnists
David Brooks
Brooks published two articles with no factual errors (2009a, 2009b).
Jonah Goldberg
1. Goldberg (2009c) claims, “Health care cannot be a right, because rights cannot
come from government.” (para. 6). The claim is obviously false, as Goldberg himself
admits in noting that “Congress shall make no law” abridging freedom of speech and
press (para. 6). Who established such rights, if not government?
2. “Consider how President Obama's proposed health-care bill would work,”
Goldberg (2009c) says. This is false because Obama did not propose a health care bill.
3. Goldberg (2009c) claims “An official body...will decide which health care
treatments, procedures and remedies are cost effective and which are not. Then it will
decide which will get paid for and which won't” (para. 2). This is false, and Goldberg's
apparent reference is to “The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.” The
Act at Title XIII, Sec. 4, states: “Nothing in this section shall be construed to permit the
[Federal Coordinating Council for Comparative Effectiveness Research] to mandate
coverage, reimbursement, or other policies for any public or private payer...or payment
coverage or treatments” (“The American Recovery”).
4. Goldberg (2009c) asserts that “the only way” the health care bill can save
money is “by rationing care” (para 13). This is inaccurate. CBO estimates have noted that
costs can be reduced for H.R.3200 by increased revenues (CBO,2009d, para. 2).
5. Goldberg (2009b) claims Obama “advocated an advisory panel of experts to
offer 'guidance' on end of life care and costs” (para.13). This is inaccurate. The advisory
panel to which Goldberg apparently refers is the Council on Comparative Effectiveness
described in “The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.” The Council does
not entail end of life counseling (Title XIII, Section 4).
6. Goldberg (2009c) asserts that the government will provide “guidance on which
lives are more valuable than others.... A government determined to cut costs must meddle
not just with how we live, but how we die.” This is false. Note the reference to item 3
above.
7. Goldberg (2009a) claims that “President Obama's handling of health care is
unpopular with a majority of Americans....” (para. 2). But Michael Scherer (2009)
reported a Time poll in which “Obama also retains more credibility with the public than
with his Republican foes...Asked who they trust to develop new health care legislation,
47% of respondents said Obama, compared with 32% who said Republicans in
Congress” (para. 5 ).
8. Goldberg (2009a) calls “liberal complaints” about town hall protesters
“slander.”(para. 9) This is false use of the term because there is a legal definition of the
term, slander, and that definition doesn't apply to “liberal complaints,” which Goldberg
falsely characterizes as “we simply must be Limbaugh's automatons...racist, fascist
thugs” (para. 8).
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Charles Krauthammer
1. Krauthammer (2009b) says “it's desperation time, and so advocates of
H.R.3200, sprinkle fairy dust on every health care plan and present your deus ex
machina: prevention.” (para. 4). This is false. Prevention had been included in H.R.3200
in at least 80 instances, including vaccines, smoking cessation and studies of
effectiveness of preventative procedures (H.R.3200, Subtitle B, Section 1711).
2. Krauthammer (2009a) claims tort reform would save $200 billion a year
(para.6). But the CBO (2009a) stated: “On the basis of...recent research [tort reform]
would reduce total national health care spending by about 0.5 percent” (p.3).
3. Krauthammer (2009c) writes, “To offer government reimbursement to a doctor
who gives end-of-life counseling - whether or not the patient asked for it - is to create an
incentive for such a chat” (para.3). The claim is false. H.R. 3200 (2009), Section 1233
merely describes what should be covered if a patient chooses to be counseled.
Kathleen Parker
1. Parker (2009b,) says of the “end of life section of the bill” [H.R.3200, Section
1233] “the debate is over whether these consultations are conclusively voluntary” (para.
6). But Section 1233 of the bill specifies only “what shall be” included in end-of-life
counseling, if such counseling is given. Politifact (2009) quotes Jon Keyserling, general
counsel and vice president of public policy for the National Hospice and Palliative Care
Organization, which supports the provision: “The bill doesn't encourage seniors to end
their lives, it just allows some important counseling for decisions that take time and
consideration” (para. 22).
2. Parker (2009b) claims, “the bill could allow the government to require
Medicare providers to encourage end-of-life consultations or be penalized.” But nothing
in H.R.3200 (Section 1233, p.45.) refers either to encouraging consultations or to
penalties. Parker's claim is an inference unsupported by the language of Section 1233.
3. Parker (2009c) claims “health care overhaul...would add $239 billion to the
federal budget deficit” (para.11). This statement is quoted from paragraph 2 of the CBO
estimate dated July 17, 2009, but paragraph 3 notes that the “increase would be partially
offset by net cost savings of $50 billion and additional revenues of $86 billion, resulting
in a net increase in the deficit of an estimated $65 Billion.” (CBO, 2009d, para. 3).
Thomas Sowell
1. Sowell (2009) asks, “Why is there alarm about American medical care? The
reason given is because [sic] its cost is high and rising” (para. 1). This is inaccurate since
several reasons have been given, including denial of coverage of preexisting conditions,
revocation of policies, and arbitrary caps on benefits.
Cal Thomas
1. Thomas (2009b) declares, “Even Thomas Jefferson...who doubted the existence
of a personal God, understood that if certain rights...do not come from beyond the reach
of the state, then the state could take those rights away” (para. 5). But Jefferson, in a
letter to Roger Wightman, (Jefferson, 1826) wrote that rights were not “by the gift of
God.”
2. Thomas (2009a) claims town hall meetings have exposed the health care
reform bill “as a power grab over life and death” (para. 1). H.R. 3200 (2009) contains no
language giving any government agency decisions about life and death.
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George Will
1. Will (2009b) claims, “To dissect today's health care debate, the crux of which
concerns a “public option,” etc. (para. 1). Public option was not “the crux”, i.e., critical
feature of Obama's objective. President Obama said in an interview with Time : “The
public option, whether we have it or don't have it, is not the entirety of health care
reform” (Timulty, 2009, para. 9).
2. Will (2009b) says of the public option, “such a plan will lead to a single-payer
system” (para. 2). In the Time interview and during the primary contests Obama said only
that if he were he “starting from scratch,” would he favor a single-payer system but that
such a system would not be feasible in the U.S. (Timulty, 2009, para. 3).
3. Will (2009a) contends that health care is priced according to “a rational
allocation of scarce resources” (para. 9). But health care is not a scarce resource in terms
of health insurance firms. The U.S. Census Bureau, “Statistics of U.S. Businesses,”
(2006) reported a total of 1,065 individual health insurance firms. Health care coverage
may be expensive, but it is not scarce. A more accurate explanation of high medical costs,
by Will's (2009b) own reasoning, is that “health care is increasingly competent [with]
MRIs, CAT scans,” etc. (para. 5).
Factual Errors: Progressives Columnists
Richard Cohen
Cohen wrote two columns with no factual errors (2009a, 2009b).
E. J. Dionne, Jr.
Dionne published two columns with no factual errors (2009a, 2009b).
Maureen Dowd
Dowd published two columns with no factual errors (2009a, 2009b).
Ellen Goodman
1. Goodman (2009) cites a New Yorker article in claiming that McAllen, Texas
“has the second-highest per capita health care costs in the nation, not because the people
are sicker. Not because they are kept healthier” (p. 21). This is false, according to the
Texas Medical Association which reports: “About 13 percent of McAllen residents have
diabetes, compared with the national average of 8 percent” (Texas Medical Association,
2009, para.8).
Bob Herbert
Herbert wrote two columns with no factual errors (2009a, 2009b).
Garrison Keillor
Keillor wrote only one column with no factual errors. (2009).
Paul Krugman
1. Krugman (2009) claims that “most or all of the 45 million [uninsured] people
in America” should be covered by the HELP [Health Education Labor and Pensions]
health care bill (para.11). This is probably false. The Kaiser Family Foundation (2009)
reports the number of uninsured at 47.5 million. The Kaiser Primer notes that, “The
majority of the uninsured (80%) are native or naturalized citizens,” leaving 20% noncitizens, or 9 million, uninsured (p.23). And the HELP bill has the same language as
H.R.3200, Sec.246, which states: “Nothing in this subtitle shall allow Federal payments
for affordability credits on behalf of people who are not lawfully present in the United
States.” Therefore, the bill could not cover all and might not cover most of the uninsured
in America (H.R. 3200).
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Clarence Page
1. Clarence Page (2009) recounts the story of Sarah Wildman who paid $22,000
for prenatal, delivery, and post-natal care, although she was insured for those services.
Page claims she had to pay “after her insurer decided her baby was a 'preexisting
condition’” (para. 6). But this is inaccurate, as Wildman (2009) wrote: “We didn't read
the fine print.” Her policy capped maternity benefits at $3,000.60 (para. 9).
2. In the same column, Page (2009) says, “Left unsaid by those who raise fears of
rationing by any 'government-run'...health care is how much rationing the health care
industry does now.” This is not accurate, as several replies to Page's column noted, e.g.,
Astroturf (2009) wrote, “At least with private insurance if you don't like the rationing you
have the option of dropping it and getting another” (para 1).
Leonard Pitts
Pitts (2009) published only one column with no factual errors.
Eugene Robinson
1. Robinson (2009), declares, “It's scandalous and immoral that [the U.S.]
callously ignores the fact that 47 million Americans lack health insurance” (para.6). This
is false. According to the Kaiser Family Foundation primer (2009), cited above, 20
percent of 47 million are not citizens.
Conclusions
Conservative columnists committed significantly more factual errors than did the
progressive columnists in this study. Six conservative columnists account for 21 factual
errors out of 28 errors by all columnists. Jonah Goldberg had the highest ratio of errors,
with eight errors in three columns, followed by George Will with four errors in two
columns. Conservative David Brooks committed no factual errors. Without Goldberg's
and Will's errors conservatives would probably not have scored significantly more errors
than progressives.
Among progressive columnists, Clarence Page scored the highest number of
factual errors— three errors in one column. Goodman, Krugman, and Robinson each
committed one factual error. Pitts, Dowd, Keillor and Cohen committed no factual errors
that the authors found. Their columns are listed so that the readers may confirm that
finding.
Most of the factual errors by conservative columnists involved inaccuracies in
depicting provisions in pending health care legislation and arguments related to it.
Examples are Jonah Goldberg's claim that under H.R.3200 government agencies will
dictate physicians' treatments and that governments do not establish rights, and Cal
Thomas' assertion that pending health care legislation gives government power over life
and death. Another example is George Will's exaggerated claim about how much
expenses would be reduced by tort reform (ignoring the fact that several states have such
reform laws).
Two progressive columnists misstated facts related to the bills. Krugman and
Robinson claimed 47 million Americans were uninsured, but the number of American
citizens without insurance is far lower. Other progressive errors were indirectly related.
For example, Ellen Goodman falsely claimed that patients in McAllen, Texas were “not
sicker” than those served by the Mayo Clinic, and Clarence Page falsely claimed
insurance coverage was denied for maternity benefits because of a preexisting condition.
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The major finding of this study is that factual errors seem to be a function of
individual columnist's political philosophy, i.e., conservative versus progressive.
Conservative errors were mainly mischaracterizations of the actual language of the
pending health care bill, while progressive errors were mainly about supporting
arguments in favor of such legislation.
Discussion
This study focused only on factual errors within a sample limited to one topic in a
relatively short time frame. The authors acknowledge that one cannot generalize about
conservative versus progressive columnists based on this limited sample. Future studies
might be carried out using larger samples over a variety of topics.
Although the authors did not focus on logical errors in this study, they did
discover several fallacies by both conservative and progressive columnists. Future studies
of op-ed columnists might focus on fallacies as reasoning errors. More studies of op-ed
columnists should be conducted on a variety of controversial issues; and they should
include errors in logic as well as such as measures of the accuracy of columnists in
depicting documents that can serve as factual benchmarks. As to the measures of
reasoning as logic, both deductive and inductive, future studies might include scoring of
columns by academic experts in critical thinking in journalism programs. Some of those
programs, such as those at Washington State University and Miami University (Ohio)
have developed and applied rubrics for evaluating critical thinking applied to journalism
studies. Journalism students could learn from and contribute to studies of the critical
thinking of op-ed columns.
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