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Trust has been falling for decades. 

 
 Gallup has been asking about media trust since 1972 and found it hit a 

high-water mark in 1976, three years after the Watergate scandal.  

 

That year, 72 percent of Americans said they had “a great deal” or  

“a fair amount” of “trust in the mass media.”  

POLLING DATA 

Gallup 



Trust has been falling for decades. 
 
 With the advent of cable news and the rise of talk radio in the 1980s, that 

number began to fall to the low and mid 50s by the 1990s, and remained 

there for roughly a decade.  

 

It has fallen slowly but fairly consistently since the early 2000s, dropping 

below 50 percent in 2007. In September 2016, it hit a new low of  

32 percent. Among Republicans, it was just 14 percent.

POLLING DATA 

Gallup 



FOCUS ON THE WORK 

Most of what journalists do is far removed 
from the “fake news” climate 

Headlines from one morning in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune 

— Top 5 Things To Do This Week 

— For inaugural Sarasota Balloon Festival, it's no glow 

— Lawmakers pass criminal reforms aimed at racial injustice 

— Early voting brisk on school tax referendum 

— Venice holds first strategic planning session 

— Red tide on the rise in Sarasota County 

— Sarasota police arrest dozens on drug charges 



TRUST IN NEWS 

People trust the news they use 

Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism // Digital News Report 2018 

 



WHY WE’RE HERE 

We have an education problem.  

A storytelling problem, actually. 

 
 
 

Stop assuming people know what you’re offering them. 

Don’t let yourself be lumped in with “the media.”  

Tell them why you’re worthy of their time, trust and support. 



WHAT’S A JOURNALIST TO DO? 

ONE: We have to accept that actively 
earning trust is part of our jobs … 
 
… and that just doing good journalism isn’t 
enough anymore. 



WHAT’S A JOURNALIST TO DO? 

TWO: We have to invest in understanding 
what our audience thinks of us — what 
they value, what they misunderstand, what 
they complain about. 



WHAT’S A JOURNALIST TO DO? 

THREE: We need to build into our 
journalistic processes and products 
messages that educate the  
audience about *us,* not  
just about what we cover. 



We need to deal with this on two levels 

Institutionally 

What do we 

communicate 

about our brand?  

 

Our policies, ethics 

and guidelines? 

 

Our mission? 

What do we 

communicate 

about our 

proceses? 

 

Our choices? 

 

Our people? 

Day to day 



Let’s look at how newsrooms are working 
day-to-day to demonstrate credibility and 
*earn* trust. 

EXAMPLES 









Anticipate 
criticism of a 
story and be 
proactive about 
sharing your 
motivation and 
process. When 
possible, get in 
front of the 
curiosity. 



Consider how 
you report on 
crime, select 
stories, etc. 



Don’t hope 
your readers 
recognize 
your balanced 
approach to 
covering a 
complex 
issue. Point it 
out clearly. 



Be proactive 

about your 

commitment to 

fairness. 



Make it clear 
what’s 
opinion and 
what’s news. 

(And what 
does 
“editorial” 
mean 
anyway?)



Share the 

factors behind 

your tough 

decisions. 



Cover the basics 

by publishing 

your ethics 

policies … 

provided  

you feel 

comfortable with 

where  

you stand. 



And look for 

opportunities to 

make those 

ethical 

decisions 

visible within 

your stories. 



Recognize 

what people 

don’t know 

about 

journalism and 

be proactive. 



Your 
journalism 
has value.  
Go ahead and 
explain why 
you have a 
paywall. 



People have 

way more 

questions 

about 

ownership and 

money than 

journalists 

realize. 



Explain why you’re not covering a story. 



Share what 

you stand for. 

Remind 

people you’re 

on their side. 

Tell them you 

have a public 

service 

mission. 



Share your 

favorite work. 

Remind people 

of your value. 

Demonstrate 

breadth. 



Be human. Actually 

answer. Know what 

you want to say. 

 

Tone matters. 

Be genuine. 

 

That means 

reading the 

comments and 

answering 

questions. 

“Hi Paul, thank you for your note. There certainly is 
lots of partisan information out there. We try to 
report both the positive and the negative. If you 
have specific stories that you feel were unfair or 
biased, please email me at 
mike.canan@wcpo.com. Our goal is never to divide 
people. But there are often multiple sides of any 
issue. Our goal is to bring about healthy 
conversation -- either through our journalism or by 
engaging people in discussion here on Facebook 
or in other places.”

— Mike Canan, WCPO

  



Explain how you 
protected the 
privacy and 
wishes of 
vulnerable 
sources.



Make your thoughtful decision-
making transparent.



How to get started 

 
 
Newsrooms need to tell a consistent, repetitive story about what motivates 

their work, the range of information and stories they offer, what sets them 

apart, who they are, how they operate and how people can reach them. 
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How  
to get 
started 

 
 
TrustingNews.org 

has newsroom 

examples that 

can be sorted by 

issue/problem. 



Request a trust coaching session:  

trustingnews.org/coaching 

 

 Subscribe to get one tip in your inbox each week:  

bit.ly/trusttips 

 

Project highlights are pinned to the top of  

twitter.com/TrustingNews 

 


