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Across countries trust in the news is declining. It has fallen 10 percentage points in the last five years 

in many of the largest countries we look at.  

In our 2019 Digital News Report survey, only around one in four (42%) say they trust ‘most news 

most of the time’, while less than half of us (49%) say we trust the news that we use ourselves. Trust 

in the news we find through digital intermediaries like search and social is even lower (23%). 

 

Meanwhile, over half of us (55%) worry that we can’t tell difference between what is real and fake 

on the internet when it comes to news and information. This is even higher in countries with 

polarised political debates like France, Brazil, the UK and US. The biggest jump in concern (+12pp) 

came in the UK (70%) where the news media have taken a lead in breaking stories about 

misinformation on Facebook and YouTube and there has been a high-profile House of Commons 

inquiry into the issue.  

 



Reasons for low trust and confidence in the news 

Our research suggests that there is no single reason for these changes.  

It is fashionable to blame social and digital media for fragmenting narratives and taking information 

out of context. It has certainly made it harder to tell reputable sources from less reputable ones as 

online platforms allowed anyone to publish unchecked information. But at the same time social 

media has also enabled new perspectives to be expressed (Arab spring, Iranian protests) and has 

helped establish a number of new and original news companies (Buzzfeed News, Huffington Post, 

Vox media and more). Social media is also just part of the story overall. Our data show that the vast 

majority of people continue to consume their news from mainstream media, and few people report 

seeing completely made up stories or accessing content produced by Russian backed media.  

By contrast, in focus groups and surveys people are just as likely to blame traditional news 

organisations for a) falling standards/dumbing down b) misleading people with clickbait c) pushing 

agendas dressed up as news d) sensationalising or taking too negative a view of events.  

 

Some of these complaints about poor and 'misleading journalism' may be driven by the desperate 

economic situation in which many news organisations find themselves. Click based digital 

advertising models, still used by most media, have clearly contributed to the behaviours described 

above. In some countries economic weakness has led investors to sell titles to partisan moguls who 

use them to further their political and business interests – further undermining trust. 

Politics and polarisation are also significant factors. Political rhetoric by the likes of President 

Donald Trump, attacking specific news outlets as ‘fake news’, doesn’t help. Nor does the practice of 

tweeting or retweeting false or misleading information in support of political arguments. 

Before the election of Donald Trump, people who self-identified on the right had trust in the news of 

around 25% - today it is an all-time low of 9%. Fuelled by that rhetoric very few of Trump’s 

supporters today feel the mainstream media in the US fairly or accurately represents their views. 



 

In France trust in the news has fallen from 35% to just 24% in the last year with the media blamed 

for its coverage for not representing the Gilets Jaune on the one hand or over-representing them on 

the other. In the UK, news brands like BBC have lost trust from Brexiteers and non Brexiteers alike 

since the 2016 referendum 

How worried should we be? 

Overall, we largely over-estimate the extent and importance of ‘fake news’ in western countries, but 

tend to under-estimate the dangers in countries where media and other institutions are weak and 

where social media use is high. 

In Brazil 64% say they get news from social media, more than a fifth (22%) say it is their main source 

of news, public media is weak, commercial media is dependent on advertising from government and 

big business, and politics is deeply polarised.  We are also seeing more sharing and discussing of 

news taking place in private messaging apps with half of our Brazilian sample (53%) saying they use 

WhatsApp for news. This matters because it is harder to see what is going on in private networks 

and is therefore easier for rumours and conspiracy theories to spread unchecked. The same is true 

across the global south in Indian, South Africa, and Malaysia 

 



By contrast, in countries like the Netherlands, Denmark, Finland concern about misinformation is 

generally low, politicians do not vilify the press, the funding of journalism is robust, professional 

standards are broadly upheld, and political debates tend to be more consensual. In these countries 

social media is only one of many ways of getting news, while public media provides a stable anchor 

for facts amid an ocean of diverse views and opinions.  

Responses to these problems 

There has been a tendency, particularly by media companies and governments to lay the blame for 

misinformation at the door of the technology companies and platforms. Our data suggests this is to 

misunderstand the nature of a problem which is also related to the behaviour of politicians, the 

output of mainstream media, and to the problems in funding quality journalism.  

Successful responses will require all parties to work together in a spirit of goodwill. 

Platforms have made significant progress in removing or downgrading sources with a dubious track 

record or provenance, though the nature of the threat constantly changes and there is always more 

to do. Beyond this, some of the biggest platforms are now talking about providing preferential 

treatment for ‘trusted’ media brands that follow journalistic norms. Facebook is considering setting 

up a news tab and possibly paying publishers for content. YouTube is planning a similar approach, 

though the danger here is ensuring that new perspectives and companies are not squeezed out. 

Better branding and attribution will also be important for all publishers as well as more support for  

business models that reward original content creation. Additionally, platforms need to do much 

more to enforce their own community rules, and clarify rules about whether it is OK for politicians 

and others to spread lies on their platforms. 

Media companies need to focus more on accurate and fair reporting, on being more transparent 

over mistakes and labelling opinion more clearly. Reader focussed strategies could also improve the 

quality of journalism and reduce clickbait. Restoring trust will also require media companies to 

ensure that they do a better job of representing all audiences not just older richer and better 

educated elites. 

Politicians need to recognise the importance of language and the consequences of being economical 

with the truth. Undermining journalists who are trying to hold the rich and powerful to account will 

be bad for democracy and for society in the long term 

Factcheckers/civic groups can do more to make media and politicians accountable for their actions, 

but judgements will need to have consequences through stronger self or third-party regulation and 

integration into the algorithms of search and social media. NGO trust rating systems have potential 

to increase accountability but common standards for how to define ‘trust’ will be hard to agree 

given current levels of polarisation. Independent fact checkers and verification groups need to find 

more secure funding rather than relying on handouts from platforms. 

Governments and regulators – are finally recognising the need to act to support diverse and 

independent journalism in the face of decades of digital disruption. Public interest journalism 

(especially local journalism) is suffering market failure in many countries and targeted subsidies or 

other interventions will be required. Governments could create funds or bodies to address these 

deficits at the same time as helping provide a fair and level playing field in terms of advertising 

market and other developments (platform power) that might affect news media.  Some kind of 



regulation of the content that appears on the internet is now inevitable but there is no agreement 

on how this should be done. Governments need to provide clear rules about where the limits of 

speech should lie to ensure that platforms don’t have to make up the rules. Finally, with audiences 

taking greater responsibility for making sense of information on the internet there is an important 

role for government in promoting news literacy for both young and old. 
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