
 

Study explores belief in rumor that Obama is
Muslim

March 10 2010

Exposure to news media has long been thought to help create a more
informed and politically educated citizenry, but a new University of
Georgia study finds that media exposure did little to correct a significant
misperception during the most recent presidential campaign.

Approximately 20 percent of Americans believed that then-Senator 
Barack Obama was a Muslim during the 2008 presidential campaign
despite news stories and fact-checking Web sites that attempted to
debunk the rumor. Professor Barry Hollander in the Grady College of
Journalism and Mass Communication analyzed data from a survey of
more than 2,400 people taken at three points during the campaign to see
if exposure to news media helped correct misperceptions about Obama's
faith.

"With most forms of political knowledge, media should theoretically
make you more accurate," Hollander said. "In this case, media exposure
had no effect. Ultimately, the message here is that people believe what
they want to believe."

Hollander, whose study will appear in the Journal of Media and Religion,
explained that his findings are consistent with psychological studies on
selective memory that show that people tend to discount facts that are
inconsistent with their preexisting beliefs. People are also less likely to
remember information that conflicts with their beliefs.

Because the survey asked the same questions of the same people in
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October, September and November of 2008, Hollander was able to
explore how people's beliefs changed over time. The percentage of
respondents who believed that Obama was Muslim stayed roughly the
same over the study period, shifting from 20.2 percent in September to
19.7 percent in November.

"The percentage of people that perceived Obama as Muslim really didn't
change that much, but there was movement among those people,"
Hollander said. "So some people who perceived Obama as Christian
early in the study shifted to perceiving him as Muslim and some did the
opposite—went from an incorrect perception to a correct perception."

He found that more than 60 percent of people who believed Obama was
Muslim in September maintained that belief in November. Ninety
percent of those who answered that Obama was Christian maintained
their belief, but the remaining 10 percent who answered correctly in
September shifted to an incorrect answer in November.

Hollander found that respondents who were younger, less educated, less
politically interested, politically conservative, and believed in a literal
interpretation of the Bible were more likely to be among those who
shifted from a perception of Obama as Christian to a perception of
Obama as Muslim. For these groups of people, he found, exposure to
news media did nothing to improve their political knowledge.

"These are groups of people who are generally distrustful of the
mainstream media," Hollander said. "So therefore journalists telling
them that this is not true could actually have the opposite effect and
make them more likely to believe the rumor."

Hollander points out that a third of religion stories during the study
period focused on correcting the rumor about Obama's faith. Republican
nominee Sen. John McCain publicly corrected the rumor in a televised
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town hall meeting and many conservative talk show hosts dismissed the
rumor. But it still persists, and Hollander said that similar cases of
selective memory are likely to become more common in the future.

"As the audience for mainstream news shrinks and as TV news becomes
more partisan, I suspect we're going to see more cases like this,"
Hollander said. "I think this is one of those great examples that
demonstrate that the best efforts of journalists sometimes fail."

Provided by University of Georgia

Citation: Study explores belief in rumor that Obama is Muslim (2010, March 10) retrieved 20
April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2010-03-explores-belief-rumor-obama-muslim.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/news/2010-03-explores-belief-rumor-obama-muslim.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

