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What Does “Trust in the Media” Mean?

Michael Schudson

Is public trust in the news media in decline? So polls seem to indicate. But the decline 
goes back to the early 1970s, and it may be that “trust” in the media at that point was 
too high for the good of a journalism trying to serve democracy. And “the media” is 
a very recent (1970s) notion popularized by some because it sounded more abstract 
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acerbate it. Yes, social media offer a microphone to individuals who want to pro-
mote any old picture of reality that suits either their politics or their crackpot senses  
of humor or both. And yes, people learn about news in increasingly networked 
ways. Still, many continue to get news directly from television even as television 
continues for the most part to take its cues from those print-and-online organiza-
tions once known as newspapers. And many others, to be sure, access news online 
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did, and why, offered a new model of journalism. We looked at a sample of front 
pages in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Milwaukee Journal for 
1955, 1967, 1979, 1991, and 2003. The new model seeped into the work of journalism 
with surprisingly little fanfare. Journalists continued to defend their work as “ob-
jective” or “balanced” while, in practice, transforming what they meant by such 
terms. Fink and I found that in 1955, in The Washington Post, The New York Times, and 
The Milwaukee Journal, 85 percent of front-page stories were conventional who-
what-when-where stories, 9 percent contextual, and 6 percent “other.” Focus on 
that first figure and track it through succeeding years: in 1955, 85 percent of all 
front-page stories were conventional who-what-when-where stories; in 1967, 79 
percent; in 1979, 60 percent; in 1991, 51 percent; and by 2003, 47 percent. In 2003, 
then, about half of front-page stories were forms of contextual reporting. Contex-
tual journalism emerged as a powerful and prevalent companion to conventional 
reporting. The news media became an institution to reckon with as never before, 
and not because news organizations had political agendas of their own, although 
sometimes they did, but because they had attained a preeminent role in civil soci-
ety as a monitor of government.

This does not mean that all was well with American journalism by the 1990s, 
but it does mean that the news media have not fallen from the great days of mag-
azine muckrakers in the first decade of the twentieth century, like Ida Tarbell and 
Lincoln Steffens, or the days of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein. Casual or sim-
ply nostalgic analysts have fallen for the temptation of a “declinist” portrait of 
historical trends. But the Ida Tarbell days of muckraking lasted just a few years 
and never extended very far beyond a handful of middle-class national maga-
zines; “muckraking,” as Teddy Roosevelt derisively labeled it at the time, had lit-
tle influence on the daily press. And when Woodward and Bernstein more than 
half a century later broke open the Watergate story, it took months for any oth-
er news organization to assign reporters to the story. Investigative reporting à la 
Woodward and Bernstein certainly grew beyond The Washington Post, but it has 
never been a quantitatively significant part of any news organization’s budget or 
time on the air or space on the page, at least not until the establishment of Pro-
Publica (founded in 2007) and other substantial online news organizations that 
devote themselves primarily to investigative reporting. 

What did change, and changed in a major way, was a move from who-what-
when-where reporting to analytical “how” and “why” reporting, often focusing 
on a broader time frame than the past twenty-four hours, giving a context for the 
story at hand. 
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home teams. In a two-party system like that of the United States, the president is 
either Republican or Democrat, and confidence in the president or the presiden-
cy is typically significantly higher among Republicans when there is a Republican 
president and higher among Democrats when there is a Democratic president. So 
we might amend “nobody loves the bringer of bad tidings” to add “no one loves 
to hear good news of the opposing party.” To the extent that the news flatters an 
opponent or criticizes a fellow partisan, trust measured by surveys will decline 
in ways that have little (or even nothing) to do with some deeper or abiding lev-
el of trust in the institution, only with portraits of the incumbent leaders of the 
institution. 

Today, the news media can be understood as one of a set of knowledge-
producing institutions in a “knowledge society.” When sociologist Daniel Bell 
popularized the term “post-industrial society” in the early 1970s to define our 
times, he wrote that he just as well could have named it the “knowledge society,” 
the “information society,” or the “professional society.”13 In any event, the univer-
sity, as the location for the formation of professionals in science and engineering 
and for the advancement of research generally, became, in Bell’s view, the central 
institution of the postindustrial world after World War II. And while academics, if 
they think about these matters at all, have largely abandoned the effort to locate a 
central guiding value for higher education–at least since University of California 
President Clark Kerr in 1963 dubbed universities “multiversities”–higher educa-
tion has implicitly adopted organized skepticism as a supreme principle.14 This 
is a dogma of humility, the conviction that what we know and what we profess, 
whether in physics or sociology or literary studies, will be challenged and will be 
reconstituted in a different shape, and that this is how human knowledge advances  
toward a new temporary consolidation (and another and another thereafter). At 
the San Francisco Women’s March early in 2017, a child held up a sign that read: 
“What do we want? Evidence-based science. When do we want it? After peer re-
view.” If the university has a creed, that is it.

Since 1945, more and more journalists came to their work with a college edu-
cation. Of journalists fifty-five years or older in 1971, 55 percent did not have col-
lege degrees; of those fifty-five and older in 2002, only 22 percent were not college 
graduates. Of journalists aged twenty-five to thirty-four in 2002, only 7 percent 
were not college graduates.15 Their readers were more likely to have college de-
grees, too. Between 1940 and 1970, the percentage of the adult population with 
college degrees grew from about 3 percent to 20 percent. In 2018, it was 35 percent.

Equally important, college students came to receive a more critical education. 
Academic culture itself, like journalism, adopted more “adversarial” habits in the 
1960s, not politically adversarial but intellectually adversarial. Faculty came to ex-
pect students to learn to “read against the text” in courses in the humanities, not 
simply to learn to revere accepted canons of high culture. And in the sciences and 
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social sciences, students were increasingly encouraged to imagine themselves as 
fledgling scientists, moving on to a next level of insight by criticizing the assump-
tions, methods, or reasoning of the exemplars whose work they were assigned to 
read. Students heard the message that the morally right way to go through life was 
with an “open mind,” eager for new evidence and not permanently attached to 
yesterday’s convictions.16

This may seem far afield from journalism, but as journalism became a more so-
phisticated, more interpretive, and less rote and ritualistic practice, it began to be 
recognized as a cousin of the knowledge professions spawned in the universities. 

The change in journalism’s role was the joint product of several closely con-
nected developments: government, especially the federal government, grew larg-
er and more engaged in people’s everyday lives; the culture of journalism changed 
and journalists asserted themselves more aggressively; and many governmental 
institutions became less secretive and more attuned to the news media, eager for 
media attention and approval. As the federal government expanded its reach (in 
civil rights, economic regulation, environmental responsibility, and social welfare 
programs like food stamps and medical insurance for the poor and the elderly), as 
the women’s movement proclaimed that “the personal is political,” and as stylis-
tic innovation in journalism proved a force of its own, the very idea of “covering 
politics” changed.17 American political journalism changed profoundly from “in-
side Washington” politics toward a widening of focus to economic, social, and 
cultural life and toward a deepening of investigation and analysis. No example is 
more powerful than the #MeToo movement that sparked revelations of sexual ha-
rassment and sexual abuse around the world, propelled by investigative journal-
ists at The New York Times and The New Yorker magazine.

News coverage became more probing, more analytical, and more transgres-
sive of conventional lines between public and private. In response, powerful insti-
tutions adapted to a world in which journalists had a more formidable presence. 
New legislation made governing more public, such as through the Freedom of In-
formation Act (FOIA) in 1966, which established a formal procedure for citizens to 
request the release of information held by government agencies and enabled citi-
zens to sue an agency if it failed to release the information in accord with the law.

The FOIA (whose passage was strongly supported by the press) was just the be-
ginning. The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970 brought more “sunlight” to 
Congress. The National Environmental Policy Act of 1970 required federal agen-
cies to provide and publicly release “environmental impact statements,” making 
possible lawsuits to prevent or modify anticipated government actions affecting 
the environment. The campaign finance laws of 1971 and 1973 required public dis-
closure of campaign contributions. These, as well as the Inspector General Act 
of 1978 and other legislation, were transparency-oriented milestones. Politicians 
and government officers cou0 1
/P Politicians .zens to 
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All of this helped support a journalism hitched to a more interpretive ideal 
of objectivity than the simple routines of “quote one side, quote the other” that 
guided 1950s reporting.19 Journalism changed, and changed for the better. No one 
now defends what one veteran reporter called the “rather sleepy” journalism of 
the 1950s.20 The journalism that succeeded it was more intellectually ambitious. It 
was more “featurized” journalism with front-page stories of an interpretive cast. 
Consistent with this trend, the Pulitzer Prizes added an award for “explanatory 
reporting” in 1985; by the 1990s, it attracted so many entries that an administrator 
of the prizes said things were getting “out of hand.”21

European journalism moved simultaneously in the same direction, even with-
out the Vietnam War and Watergate. This is recounted in a careful study of Swed-
ish public broadcasting from 1925 to 2005, as well as in studies of German cam-
paign coverage from 1949 to 2005, and accounts of changes toward more critical 
and more journalist-centered reporting in the Netherlands in the 1990s and in 
France from the 1960s to 1990s.22 A comparative study of newspapers in the United 
States, Britain, Germany, Switzerland, France, and Italy in 1960–1961 and 2006–
2007 shows a decrease in “news items” (that is, “he said, she said” conventional 
news reports) in five of the six countries (not France) and an increase in “informa-
tion mixed with interpretation” in all six countries.23 Whatever explanation one 
arrives at for these changes, it has to account for changes that affected European 
as well as American journalism, public broadcasting as well as commercial news 
output, broadcast news as well as print, and all this taking root before the internet.

In the long stretch of history from the democracy of ancient Athens to the 
twenty-first century, popular government has shifted from what political the-
orist John Keane has called “assembly” government (picture ancient Athens) 

to “representative” government (the basic form of democratic governance as it 
arose in the eighteenth century) to “monitory” democracy.24 In the United States, 
“assembly government” was largely limited to local government in New England; 
the town meeting model never became the template for U.S. state or federal gov-
ernment. In the federal government, representation was the primary governmen-
tal form from the country’s beginning in 1789 to 1945.

But post 1945, as Keane tells the story, there has been a politicization of every-
day life, a sprawl of rights-consciousness, and a new availability of low-cost civic 
engagement, from 5K runs for breast cancer research and benefit concerts to blog-
ging and hashtag-spawned social movements. In this era, representative institu-
tions constituted through elections remain central, but they are supplemented in 
ways notable enough to qualify as a new species of democracy. Various terms for 
this new model of democracy have been offered–from “audience democracy” to 
“between-election democracy” to “counter-democracy”–but Keane’s “monito-
ry democracy” may be the most fitting.25 Monitory democracy calls attention to 
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how civil society holds government accountable, not only at the voting booth on 
election day but in 24/7 surveillance of governmental activity, or what Keane has 
called “the continuous public chastening of those who exercise power.”26 

The contrast to representative democracy lies particularly in the term “contin-
uous.” The character of democracy shifted from one in which citizens normally 
acted on disapproval of government only by voting to “throw the bums out” on 
election day to one in which thousands of civil society organizations kept gov-
ernment under surveillance, hundreds of them as nonprofits seeking what they 
judge to be the public good. There were social movements in the nineteenth cen-
tury, but the proliferation in the twentieth century of nongovernmental organi-
zations combined with the availability of information from the (often reluctant) 
government, the spread of public skepticism as a value, and the amplification of 
all this by the rapid dissemination of information online provides the infrastruc-
ture for “continuous public chastening.” In monitory democracy, journalism has 
adopted self-consciously and assertively the role of holding government account-
able to its constitutional duties and to a broad obligation to serve the public. “Ac-
countability” as a general term for holding government accountable to the public, 
or to national laws and traditions, has come into general usage only in the past 
generation, growing rapidly from the 1990s on.27 “Accountability journalism” 
or “accountability reporting” are, likewise, terms of relatively recent invention. 
Leonard Downie Jr., The Washington Post’s executive editor from 1991 to 2008, was 
one of the first to make regular use of the term “accountability journalism.”28

If Keane is right, democracy has morphed from representative to monitory 
since 1945 and more intensively so since the early 1970s. If Bell is right, society 
has become less social-elite-centered and more university-centered and science-
centered since 1945. And if I am right, journalism has changed dramatically in the 
period from 1965 to 1980 or 1990, never abandoning the ideal of “objectivity” but 
in practice demanding a more interpretive and less rigid version of it. There is 
now less need to trust journalists, in a sense, because they identify their sources 
more often than they did in the 1950s and 1960s. But there is more reason to ques-
tion them because their ambition is to explain events, not just to record them.

That is all part of the context for today’s general cultural disquiet, but it fails to 
recognize a decided resistance to this “knowledge society” world with its attach-
ment to peer review, its commitment to humility, and its expectation that the con-
tent of truth will change over time. This resistance has grown dramatically, and on 
January 6, 2021, unnervingly. One of its nontrivial outcomes is that Republicans 
are far more likely than Democrats to distrust the media, seeing journalism–cor-
rectly–as part of the knowledge society. Republican leaders are also more likely 
than their Democratic counterparts to reject commonplaces of medical science, 
notably the efficacy of vaccinations in diminishing the incident and intensity of 
illnesses, including COVID-19. There is a growing gap between Republicans and 
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Democrats in trusting the media, and while Democrats since 2000 have shown 
steady or growing trust in the media, Republicans’ confidence in the media has 
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Obviously, I share no nostalgia for 1950s journalism. In the representation 
of people of color and women in the newsroom and in the news, yes, the 
mainstream media of the 1950s and early 1960s was clearly deficient, and 
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news media has become more complex and more contentious. “He said, she said” 
is all very well under normal circumstances, but at some point, a party can stake a 
position so far outside customary democratic values that a journalism committed 
to democracy has to cry: “Out of bounds!” 

The United States seems to have reached that point. A Trump-minded Repub-
lican Party that holds to a lie that the 2020 presidential election was fraudulent 
(although, curiously, the Republicans for House and Senate who were newly elect-
ed or returned to office in the same election with the same ballots have no quarrels 
with the legitimacy of their own victories) has in effect proclaimed open opposi-
tion to democracy itself.

There is no U.S. precedent for this. It puts the news media in an unenviable po-
sition. How does a conscientious journalist seek to be fair-minded between two 
parties when one of them seeks to trash democracy itself? Do sharply antidem-
ocratic positions deserve an “on the one hand” treatment when the majority of 
elected leaders of the Republican Party excuse, condone, or applaud armed insur-
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public communicating to one another exaggerate how much of a monopoly “gate-
keeper” journalism had on the public mind in the past. They also fail to acknowl-
edge that today most people who go online for news still get their news directly or 
indirectly from mainstream media. While much research is underway, still more 
research is needed! A satisfying synthesis has so far proved elusive.33
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