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Addressing the Crisis of Trust
Recent fake news controversies have ignited a
conversation about how journalists use social
media to source stories and disseminate news.

once the sole source of credible reporting – found
themselves competing with so-called “citizen
journalists.”

We wondered: how do journalists feel about
the recent crisis of trust in the news industry,
and how does it affect the PR professionals who
want to engage them?

Nowhere was this new freedom of access more
evident than during the Arab Spring of 2010–11.
There remains some debate about whether social
media was the powerful driver it was portrayed
as; in countries like Yemen and Libya, social media
adoption was relatively low compared to text
messaging and email. Even so, it’s hard to deny that
Facebook and Twitter offered a way for protesters,
particularly in Egypt, to spread information quickly
and mobilize followers.

Mynewsdesk surveyed over 3,000 journalists
and PR professionals to find out.

As social media gained widespread adoption
from 2009 onwards, people suddenly had access
to a vast collection of news sources that were
previously unavailable. Traditional media giants –
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These events show that ordinary people,
empowered by vast social networks, can

compete with news organizations for attention;
they can disseminate breaking news and ideas.
News organizations argue, however, that citizen
journalists simply don’t have the journalistic ethos
and discipline to produce a quality news product at
scale.
The rise of fake news has changed the conversation
again. Fake news is causing problems not only
in political circles, but also by damaging the
reputation of the news media and journalists.
The most infamous fake news debate is roiling
the political conversation in the US, where claims
of Russian meddling in the election of President
Donald Trump have hijacked the news cycle for
months.
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Manufactured news controversies exist all over the
globe – from a defamation campaign directed at a
British businessman to evidence of Russia planting
fake stories to sway Sweden’s decision about
whether or not to join NATO.
The result? A growing distrust of traditional
news media, which at best is accused of shoddy
journalism and at worst an intentional bias in
reporting. The Edelman Trust Barometer in 2017
documented a “precipitous” drop in the reputation
of the media; “trust in media” fell to 43% worldwide,
representing an all-time low in 17 countries.
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Mynewsdesk set out to understand in greater
detail the power and limitations of social media for
news storytelling. Our customer base is journalists
and public relations professionals – and both
professions are undergoing rapid and difficult
changes. We surveyed over 3,000 professionals
in both industries, hoping to understand how
journalists use social media, their perspective on
fake news and how PR professionals can improve
their relationships with journalists and the news
media.

Survey Methodology
Mynewsdesk conducted a
quantitative survey of journalists,
editors, freelancers, and
communicators from the United
States, United Kingdom, Ireland,
Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Germany,
Austria, Switzerland, Finland,
Australia and Canada. The survey –
conducted in June 2017 – garnered
3,175 responses across two major
categories: journalists (65%) and
communicators (35%).
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Trust in the Balance
To understand whether journalists are
adapting their online behavior based on recent
controversies, we must first understand the current
crisis of trust in the news media – and particularly
journalists’ perspectives on it.
Half the journalists we surveyed say the news
media is no longer trusted as a reliable source of
information, and 58% say news organizations don’t

produce quality work as they used to. One-third
worry about the effect of “fake news” on the news
industry. And one-third cite media bias as a cause
for alarm.
Journalists understandably have higher trust in
their industry than the general population does. In
the United States, the Pew Research Center reports
34% of Democrats and 11% of Republicans trust

the news media in 2017. In Europe, trust in news
media and journalists is higher on average. A report
from Statista reveals 46% “tend to trust” the written
press in Europe – a finding from 2016, the most
recent year available. Finland reports the highest
levels of trust in the news media and journalists
(62%).

We asked journalists: What issues worry you about the future of the news media and journalism?

58%

1

New organizations do not produce quality
work as they used to.

50%

2

The news media is no longer trusted as a
reliable source of information.

34%

3

News organizations will become
increasingly biased.

33%

4

The effect of “fake news” on
my industry.

*Answered by Journalists
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Unfortunately, the issue of fake news – even as
a recent development – is seen as a somewhat
intractable problem. Our research shows more
than half of the journalists we surveyed view fake
news as a long-term problem, while approximately
one-third say it’s a short-term issue that can be
solved. (Under 10% say it’s not a problem and 5%
say they “don’t know.”)
Johanna Snickars, communications lead for
Microsoft in Sweden, explains that information
received through social isn’t vetted in the same
way news from traditional sources is: “Technical
platforms are mainly platforms; they are usually not
sources of fact-based information. So I would be
very critical or careful of looking at any social media
platform as anything else than a platform where
anyone can express their opinion.

Algorithms pull the information you are more likely
to read or engage with ... so a lot of your newsfeeds
are very tailor-made for you. Therefore, opposing
views might not even enter your newsfeed. That
is a key point to remember; these are technical
platforms that you can use, but always check the
sources and facts of the content you consume.”

Most journalists view fake news
as a long-term problem.

One in two journalists fear
the news media is no longer
trusted as a reliable source of
information.
Long-term problem - 53%
Short-term problem and can be solved - 32%
Not a problem - 9%
I don’t know - 6%
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Also fueling the fake news fire is the consolidation
of power with the largest social media networks,
which are tremendously powerful news
aggregators. Companies like Facebook and Twitter
are now the primary channels people use to
consume news – not the more carefully curated
front page of news media sites. These platforms
hold tremendous power because, through their
black-box algorithms, they can propagate ideas as
well as suppress them.
Also, for many, their “source of news” is family and
friends on platforms like Facebook. In other words,
the news is no longer curated by journalists, but by
Facebook algorithms. You’re more likely to see a
news article if it’s shared by your friends and family
rather than a news media site.

The result can create an echo chamber, in which
viewers are only exposed to ideas that conform to
their own opinions.
Our research shows journalists worry about the
consolidation of power in the giant social media
companies – an idea that is relatively new. Of the
journalists we surveyed, 71% believe Facebook has
too much power as a source of information – and
that figure jumps to 77% for those in the industry
for less than seven years (presumably younger
journalists).

Percentage of journalists, by
years of experience, who worry
about Facebook’s power as a
source of information.
71%77%

Less than 7 years

69%

7–15 years

52%

71%

More than 15 years
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Beki Winchel, the editor of PR Daily, explains:
“It’s interesting to see how much power one
platform can yield. […] With a social media
platform, its purpose is to keep you on as long
as humanly possible so it can get your data and
advertising dollars, which is just good business.
But you as a savvy consumer need to be aware of
going down a Facebook rabbit hole, or the internet
rabbit hole or Reddit rabbit hole. You need to know
what you are looking at, adjust those algorithms
and look at several different things. Don’t just log
onto Facebook and see the same stories all the
time because it’s going to perpetuate these kinds of
falsehoods, or misinformation. It’s a little scary that
they have so much power.
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But you can also be empowered so long as you are
savvy enough to use them correctly and know why
they want you there.”

We asked the same question of
PR professionals, and 52% shared
journalists’ concerns.

Percentage of journalists and
communicators who worry
about Facebook’s power as a
source of information.
71%

Journalist
52%

PR Professionals
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Journalists believe Google and YouTube (owned
by Google) present a lesser threat, though still a
sizable one. Globally, 61% say Google/YouTube
has consolidated too much power. Interestingly,
those with less experience (again, presumably
younger) are less concerned by Google as an
aggregator of information. PR professionals don’t
distinguish significantly between Facebook and
Google/YouTube as threats; 50% say they worry
Google/YouTube has consolidated too much power
(compared to 52% who say the same for Facebook).
All these developments suggest journalists are
looking with more critical eyes at social media
channels, and even using social media more
sparingly to source stories, vet ideas and share
information. And yet, given tighter budgets,

journalists still rely on social media to source
stories. After all, it’s much more efficient to canvas
social media feeds for new ideas than it is to pick
up the phone or meet in person with people inside
journalists’ networks. Will journalists seek out
new social media networks they trust more than
Facebook, or will Facebook fix their algorithms to
minimize the impact and reach of fake news?

Percentage of journalists, by
years of experience, who worry
about Google/Youtube’s power
as a source of information
58%

Less than 7 years

55%

7–15 years

52%

64%

More than 15 years
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Investigating Social Channels
We asked which channels journalists use to
research stories and source ideas. A journalist’s
network is still by far the most critical place
to source ideas, according to over 75% of
respondents. The press release holds second place
as a trusted source of information, and its role is
increasing in English-speaking markets (76%) and
the DACH region (80%). Also important are press
releases via email, press release alerts, word of
mouth and Facebook.
Social media’s role (Facebook and Twitter) as a
source of information has decreased compared
to last year – likely a result of the fake news
controversy. Last year, 66% cited social media as a
key source of information, while this year only 53%
mention it – a 13% drop.
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Also worth noting: the differences in how younger
journalists source stories versus their more
experienced and older peers. While just 4% of
journalists with more than 15 years of experience
use Reddit, 12% of those with less than seven years
of experience consult the social media site – three
times as many!

Social media's role as a source
of information has decreased
compared to last year.
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Traditional tactics: Channels used to research/
source stories

Global Average

US, UK, CA, AUS & IR

Scandinavia

DACH

Personal network

76.49%

73.97%

77.14%

84.50%

Email: Press releases

74.07%

75.96%

68.59%

79.50%

Email: press release digests, newsletters or alerts

62.81%

61.41%

62.12%

69.50%

Word-of-mouth

58.59%

59.42%

59.35%

57.50%

PR alert platforms

24.49 %

22.36%

30.48%

18.00%
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Social media tactics: Channels used to research/
source stories

Global Average

US, UK, CA, AUS & IR

Scandinavia

DACH

Facebook

55.40%

49.92%

68.36%

47.50%

Twitter

50.11%

51.61%

49.42%

45.50%

Blogs

32.73%

32.77%

33.49%

34.00%

Google alerts

27.82%

35.53%

13.63%

31.50%

YouTube

25.93%

22.82%

28.41%

33.00%

LinkedIn

24.34 %

27.26%

23.79%

16.50%

Reddit

5.59 %

7.35%

4.39%

2.50%

Quora

1.89 %

2.14%

1.62%

1.50%
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When asked about which social media channels
they use to report or distribute their news stories
on, journalists overwhelmingly prefer Facebook.
66% cite it as a news-distribution channel
worldwide, though the DACH region (Germany,
Austria, Switzerland) are much less likely to use it;
just 35% from those countries choose it. Twitter
is also a strong contender, but again it has much
lower usage rates in Scandinavian and DACH
countries.

Channels used to report/distribute stories

HOTSPOT: Journalism’s Relationship with PR
Nearly 70% of journalists say it’s important to keep a good, ongoing
relationship with PR professionals, but this perspective varies greatly by
region. In the English-speaking markets (US, UK, CA, AUS, IR), 76% say
the relationship is important, while in Scandinavian countries just 59%
feel the same way.

Global Average

US, UK, CA, AUS & IR

Scandinavia

DACH

Facebook

66.06%

67.53%

72.06%

51.00%

Twitter

52.34%

66.92%

39.03%

34.50%

LinkedIn

19.76%

25.91%

14.55%

12.00%

YouTube

13.88%

16.31%

9.93%

14.50%

Facebook Live

8.82%

11.59%

5.77%

6.50%

Snapchat

2.64%

2.44%

3.46%

2.00%

*Answered by Journalists
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“The key insight to survive in a new media
landscape is to understand that the readers
know more than I do. ”
Martin Schibbye

Chief Editor, Blank Spot Project

We as journalists can’t be rigid about where
our audience is or where they spend their
time. We need to be where they are with our
stories.

Most readers, viewers and listeners will
know more than I know about the topics I
cover, and if I can add those perspectives in
my reporting, my reporting will be better.

All these different social media tools offer an
excellent opportunity for me as a journalist
to not only produce content, but to also
be a conversation leader – to discuss my
stories with my readers.

On journalism as a conversation…

The whole journalistic idea of being in an
ivory tower and sending out messages –
those days are gone.
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And all these tools that make
communications possible are something we
need to use, and we need to use them not
only to spread out content and get people
to share our stories, but also use them for
real communications and real one-to-one
talks and conversations.
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This is a major change in the media landscape. As
a journalist, you have to see yourself much more
as a conversation leader than just someone who
produces content. The story doesn’t end because
you just press publish. On the contrary, it might
take another turn; it’s an ongoing discussion
with your readers and focuses some part of your
working day on doing that.
On using social media as a research and
engagement tool…
I tell the reporters I hire to spend 50% of their day
on Facebook, discussing articles with your readers,
and then the other half of the day on traditional
journalism, calling people, writing articles and
stories. Taking time to use these different tools to
discuss your work is essential for building trust, and
explaining what you do, how you do it and why you
do it.
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As a journalist, you will never be the one who has all
the knowledge. The key insight to survive in a new
media landscape is to understand that the readers
know more than I do. And that is a big change. We
are used to regarding readers as people who call
in and point out spelling errors or something that
went wrong in an article. Now we must realize they
may know more than I do and if I can work with
them on a story, that will make journalism much,
much better. It’s key not just to do it once a story
is finished, but to do it from the very first idea you
have; let them be a part of the process. You can’t
hide behind a reception desk. You have to be out
there defending your journalism or explaining why
things went wrong.
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Evolving the News Sourcing
and Distribution Model
As the industry wrestles with issues of credibility
and sustainability, it’s important to understand
that traditional news isn’t disappearing – it’s
evolving. Recent fake news controversies will force
social networks to clamp down on trolls and bots,
both of which are skewing conversation to the
most extreme views. The news media’s role as a
watchdog – something that has always been a
critical part of its identity – depends on it.

because they created the spirit of sharing. They’re
about listening to others and responding. They’re
about pursuing our interests because we know
they will converge with the interests of others. The
new culture values sharing information and being
surprised by the experiences, knowledge and
voices of others. While Skoler made this statement
eight years ago, the industry is still struggling to
listen to and engage its audiences.

One other idea that will likely influence the
industry in the coming years is the notion of
seeing journalism less as a megaphone, and more
as a conversation. This isn’t a new idea. In 2009,
Michael Skoler, founder of Public Insight Network
and former Nieman Fellow, predicted much the
same on the Nieman blog: “Social networks are
humming because they fit the spirit of the time, not

This spirit of “listening to others and responding”
has been slow to arrive, but in the absence of
change, media disruptors are filling the gaps.
Consider the rise of a social media personality like
Casey Neistat. Neistat built a YouTube channel
of 7.5 million subscribers from all over the world
– followers who account for 1.5 billion video
views. News giant CNN paid $25 million in 2016 to
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purchase the rights to Neistat’s community app
called Beme, but CNN also aimed to buy Neistat’s
view of the world. Why? CNN’s average viewer is 60
years old. Younger people don’t turn on televisions
and watch the evening news; they snack on news
content in short videos and social posts. Neistat’s
model of “listening and responding” is the future of
news, and CNN hopes a relationship with Neistat
can help them jump-start this change.
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Neistat says the issue is that the younger generation
simply isn’t represented in the current news model:
“The problem we’re trying to solve here is, you
have an entire demographic that’s consuming
media at a higher rate than any time in history,
and you have an entire demographic that’s further
disenfranchised with the news and media and
politics and the things that actually affect the
world around them – arguably greater than they’ve
ever been disenfranchised in history. How do we
address those two issues?”
Neistat produces the type of content younger
viewers want because, as he explains it, “they’re
invested in me as an individual.”

Journalists will need to spend more time engaging
their viewers to find out what they care about,
rather than simply pushing information out. They
will need to make their audiences – as Neistat
explains it – invest in them as individuals and care
about what they have to say.
Younger journalists are already doing this to a
greater degree than their older colleagues, even if
modestly. Younger journalists are much more likely
to use one of the major social media networks
to source stories than older ones, particularly
Facebook, Twitter and Reddit.

The percentage of journalists, by years of experience, who
use social media networks to source stories.

PR and communications professionals can
help by turning down the quantity of pitches
and increasing the quality of their relationships
with journalists. Rather than only pitching
stories – often stories tightly aligned with
their own interests – PR and communications
professionals can spend more time identifying
the stories most likely to resonate with
journalists’ unique audiences. It’s a way of
supporting journalists as they evolve from news
creators and distributors to media influencers.

Less than 7 years

More than 15 years

Facebook (2,000 million unique users per month)

64%

53%

Twitter (330 million unique users per month)

59%

48%

Reddit (250 million unique users per month)

12%

4%

* DATA for each network: Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, LinkedIn, Comparison.
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