
Why “trust us!” isn’t enough:
Making your integrity 
visible



Trusting News
We demystify trust in news and empower journalists 
to actively demonstrate credibility and earn trust.
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Our basic principles:
● We can’t persuade everyone to trust us. That’s not a 

reasonable goal.
● Not all journalism is good. It’s rational and wise for people 

to be skeptical of “the media.” Our job is to differentiate our 
own work and show what makes it trustworthy. 

● Being a news consumer is confusing and overwhelming, 
and many people have a casual relationship with the news.

● It’s up to us to earn trust — and we don’t get credit for any 
decisions, ethics or values that are invisible.



What we’re here to talk about
● What people get wrong about how journalism 

works, and what we wish they knew
● What signals of credibility we can offer, and what 

stories we can tell about how we operate
● Where those messages can go
● You’ll leave with ideas and next steps! 



Before we figure out 
solutions, we have to 
understand the problem. 



There’s a disconnect between 
what we journalists think we offer 
— our value — and how our 
journalism is perceived. 

The big 
picture



From research we know: 
● Trust in news is low, differences: age, political affiliation
● When people don’t know how journalism operates, they 

don’t give us the benefit of the doubt.
● There’s a huge disconnect between what we think we 

offer — the value we provide — and how we’re perceived. 
● Most people have never spoken to a journalist.
● Journalists don’t often reflect community: research 

shows we’re whiter, more educated, more liberal than 
communities 

The big 
picture



The big 
picture

54% of people 
are neutral or 
disagree with 
the statement 
most local news 
does not intend 
to mislead or 
persuade the 
public 



People don’t 
see us as a 
public service 
Fewer than half of U.S. adults say 
they have a great deal or fair 
amount of confidence in 
journalists to act in the best 
interests of the public. It’s only 
27% for Republicans. 

The big 
picture



Here’s how 
this plays out  
Oklahoma 
Media Center 

Source: Oklahoma 
Media Center 2023



● Oklahomans rarely subscribe to local newspapers, 
and few are interested in subscribing. 

● Many people said stay up to date just fine from 
Facebook groups and social feeds 

● Only 8.8% say they don’t feel they’re able to stay 
informed about their local community. (32.6% 
somewhat, 58.6% yes). 

Source: Oklahoma Media Center 2023

Research showed: 



This tracks: 
● Landscape is changing: News 

avoidance is on the rise
● People are turning to traditional 

news sources less and less 
● Social media is America’s top news 

source, with 1 in 5 adults get their 
information from influencers 

 



People don’t see a 
problem

● If they’re not getting traditional journalism AND are feeling 
like they’re able to stay informed, that’s a significant 
problem on the demand side of the equation.  

● It’s a problem for our bottom line — and our public service 
mission. 

● That should make journalists concerned — and deeply 
curious about how they can be useful. 



Who gets to decide 
if journalism is 
credible, relevant and 
useful? 



What should  
responsible, ethical, 

mission-driven 
journalists do?



The work involves:
● Transparency and clarity (on types of content, on where 

content comes from, on our values, etc.)
● Humility, engagement and responsiveness
● Articulating a counternarrative (then making it findable)
● Taking advantage of attention where we have it



The work involves:
● Transparency and clarity (on types of content, on where 

content comes from, on our values, etc.)
● Humility, engagement and responsiveness
● Articulating a counternarrative (then making it findable)
● Taking advantage of attention where we have it



Build elements into 
your journalism that 
focus on transparency 
and credibility 



Institutionally
● What do we communicate 

about our brand? 
● Our ethics and policies?
● Our mission?

This is needed 
on  two levels

Day to day
● What do we communicate 

about our processes?
● Our choices?
● Our people?



Explain your Process Box
Why 
transparency ? 

We know 
it works!



The presence of the 
“explain your process” 
box boosted people’s 
perceptions of the news 
organization on 11 of the 
12 items related to trust. 
These were: 
transparent, 
informative, accurate, 
fair, tells the whole 
story, reliable, credible, 
unbiased, trusted, has 
integrity, and reputable.



trustingnews.org/impact



You may feel like your community trusts 
you. You may get positive feedback from 
readers. 

But are you reaching all  of your 
community? Are we challenging 
our own assumptions? Are we 
modeling what credible news looks 
like? 



 

What should we get 
transparent about? 



 

Start by responding to what 
people are curious about. 



Not sure what 
that is? 

One good idea: 
Ask them





They got 60+ questions
What the Seattle Times investigative team heard:
● How do you prioritize which topics to investigate?
● How do you verify accounts from anonymous sources?
● Are you politically biased?
● How does your mostly white team authentically represent and report on 

communities of color?
● Who actually discusses and decides on big stories? How many 

investigators are involved? 
● When you're trying to track down the truth or falsity of something, how 

many sources are enough? 
● Does the editorial board influence what you investigate?





Use our community interview guide to 
better understand people with low trust in 
news  

The guide: bit.ly/communityinterviewguide

http://bit.ly/communityinterviewguide


Also add these questions to the end of 
interviews or in other feedback loops. 

● What are three things you wish were covered more?
● What does news coverage often miss or get wrong 

about you, or about things in your life?
● What kinds of stories or information about your local 

community would you like to see more of?



Complaints can 
be turned into 
curiosities, too



Turn assumptions 
into information 
gapsWhat does a negative 
comment indicate someone 
doesn’t understand about you?



Example
● COMPLAINT: You have a paywall because you’re greedy. 

News should be free. 

● INFORMATION GAP: Why do some news outlets ask their 
audience for money and some don’t? Why does ours rely 
on reader revenue? What are we offering that is different 
from news you can get elsewhere? 



Example
● COMPLAINT: You’re only writing about the health violations 

at this restaurant because you’re out to get them! Cut them 
a break!

● INFORMATION GAP: Why do journalists find it important to 
share stories about public health even if they negatively 
affect a local business?



When to explain 
coverage? (not every 
story!) ● When it’s a topic that often leads to accusations or distrust 

(think crime, politics, elections)  
● When it’s something you don’t normally cover or if you’re 

covering something differently.
● If a story raises a lot of questions or prompts discussions in 

the newsroom.  
● If it’s a controversial or polarizing topic in the community or 

in national media.  



Think about the questions you 
hear: 

● How do you decide what stories to cover?
● Who makes decisions about coverage?
● How do you decide who to interview?
● Does everyone you interview make it into the story?
● Why do sources have to give their names?
● How do you fact check and decide what is true?
● How do you work to be fair?
● Why is there so much opinion in the news?
● Why do you run Associated Press stories?
● Why do I have to pay to read the news?



What do you wish your community 
knew about how and why you do your 
job? 

● Get in small groups and brainstorm a list
● Think about news consumers, potential sources, potential 

subscribers, people you may not be reaching.
● Think about what differentiates you and your journalism.
● Think about assumptions and accusations, and what would be 

easier if you were better understood.
bit.ly/APAworksheet2026 

 
 

https://bit.ly/APAworksheet2026


There are lots of ways 
journalists can be 
transparent and make their 
integrity visible.



Today, we’ll look at 
specific examples around:

1. Ethics, accuracy and fairness
2. Coverage priorities overall, and with specific topics
3. Funding
4. Artificial intelligence

For more examples, go to trustingnews.org/trustkits

http://trustingnews.org/examples


Ethics, accuracy and 
fairness



Assumptions partner newsrooms 
hear:● You don’t really care about getting it right
● You’re just out to catch people looking dumb or doing 

something wrong
● You’re extractive of communities and just swoop in when 

things go badly 
● “You’re biased!” “You’re so liberal” “You’re sane washing 

Trump” 



 

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution’s page tells the story of its 
values with a “How We Work” section following a brief 

history of the newspaper. Some of the statements include: 
“We treat people we write about fairly and openly. We work 
hard to avoid surprising anyone about what they may read 

about themselves in the AJC.”

Tell a different story about how  
you operate  



 



Explain that 
you’re 
independent 



Explain you’re 
nonpartisan – 
and bring your 
receipts  





Get clear 
about 

how you 
strive to 
be fair 

 



Make it clear 
you have 
ethics – you’re 
thoughtful and 
careful to 
minimize harm



Complicate 
the narrative 
of partisan 
storylines 



One source was: 
● Strong 2A defender 
● Democrat 
● Daughter hunts with AR-15 
● Supports Red Flag law for 

Wisconsin 

 “I asked Curt, 'Are you even real? 
The Internet says no.' He smiled 
and said, 'I'm right here. And I don't 
see any contraction in my views.'”



Grady News Source

 



 



Coverage decisions



Your audience notices what you cover and 
wonders about what you don’t cover. 

They may assume a reporter is friends with 
the business owner featured in a story, or 
the boss’ kid goes to the school 
highlighted in a story, or a politician paid 
you to cover a topic or event.



Instead of letting misassumptions damage 
people’s trust in you, let people know what 
criteria you DO use when deciding 
coverage. 



Assumptions we hear from 
newsroom partners:
● You actively suppress information you don’t agree with and 

choose stories that validate your own opinions 
● You’re sensationalizing the story because you want more 

clicks. There’s not that much crime here! 
● Why aren’t you covering this? What are you trying to cover 

up?  
● You never cover xyz.  
● Why wasn’t a reporter covering this? 



FAQ can help 
explain 
coverage 
decisions 
around 
elections or 
other 
high-profile 
topics



What’s great about this:
The post starts off strong by addressing the perception that news has 
an institutional bias. "At CPR News, our mission is to serve all 
Coloradans, not a partisan sliver. As the election approaches, we 
wanted to explain more thoroughly what we’re doing to earn your 
trust every day."

It then lists the questions it will address and links to each, which 
accomplishes two things: 
1. It lets readers on the page skip to a section they're interested in.
2. It lets the staff use the links to answer specific questions as they 

come up in stories and social posts. 



Explain their process for deciding what to 
cover:

"The questions we ask include: Does this affect actual people who 
live in our state? How, and how many? Does this help Coloradans 
understand each other? Does it help them understand the issues 
they will have to decide on? Is this information our readers and 
listeners are seeking at this moment? Is this topic already thoroughly 
covered in other outlets or will we bring something new with our 
story? We also as a newsroom set long-term priorities in all of our 
coverage, including elections, which help keep us focused on diving 
deep in some areas, and saying no to others."



Shawnee Mission Post

 
The Shawnee Mission Post used an editor’s note to add 
transparency around why they decided to do coverage 

outside of their normal scope. In just a few sentences, they 
were able to help set the stage for the story, explain how 

their coverage is separate from national talking points, and 
show they care about reader questions and feedback.



Explain when 
you cover 
something out 
of the norm – 
and when you 
answer 
readers’ 
questions! 

 



 



 

People make a 
LOT of 
assumptions 
around crime 
(what we do and 
don’t cover) 



 

 



Funding & ownership 



Some common questions 
people have (and assume the 
worst about):

● Who owns your news outlet and what they do or don’t 
control

● Where your funding comes from and how that funding 
does — or doesn’t — influence coverage 

● Why some news costs money and others doesn’t
● Why you ask for public support or donations



Money *does* influence 
coverageCommon examples:

● You receive funding or grants allocated for specific reporting
● You cover fewer topics or stories due to layoffs and reduced staffing
● You prioritize content valued by the members of the public who 

contribute financially
● You prioritize content that drives subscriptions
● You’re mandated to publish certain editorials or segments each 

week from a corporate team
● You publish sponsored content that’s controlled by an advertiser, or 

have content that’s underwritten by an advertiser but the newsroom 
has editorial control



So explain your revenue 
breakdown. Sample language:

In general, about two-thirds of our revenue comes from advertising and 
about one third from subscriptions. We charge advertisers for the ability to 
reach and engage with our audiences. Advertisers pay based on how many 
people their ads will reach and also how many people click on their ads. 
They want engaged users, not just a lot of eyeballs.  Our news 
organization’s finances typically reflect the state of the local economy. The 
bottom line is that surges in online traffic to our website are not likely to 
offset the decline in advertising revenue. That brings us to the other one third 
of our income: subscriptions. For us to continue to providing high-quality 
news to our community, we’re relying more than ever on your financial 
support. If your budget allows for it, please subscribe.



Then use it in messaging. Cap Times:



trustingnews.org/funding

https://trustingnews.org/funding/


Artificial intelligence



From research we know much 
of the public thinks journalists 
are already using AI. 

Whether you’re using it or not, 
address that assumption.  





What people wanted to know 
about journalists’ use of AI: 
● Knowing why journalists decided to use AI would 

be important - 87%
● Understanding how journalists will be 

ethical/accurate with use of AI would be 
important - 94%

● Knowing a human was involved & reviewed 
content before it was published would be very 
important - 92%



You’ve probably seen newsrooms 
disclosure their use of AI …



AI disclosures should give more 
detail about the how  and the why :
● Information about what  AI tool did
● Explanation about why  AI was used, ideally 

language shows how AI benefits 
community/improves news coverage

● Description of how humans  involved
● Explanation about how content is still ethical, 

accurate, meets newsrooms editorial 
standards



What that looks like

What it did

Why

What we used

Human/
accuracy







AI Trust Kit
trustingnews.org/AI 

https://trustingnews.org/trustkits/ai/


Where can these 
messages go?



Where can explainers go? 
● In an editor’s note  
● In a social post  
● In a column  (linked to from stories) 
● In newsletters
● In on-air  segment 
● In the story text  itself 
● In emails  and one-on-one interactions
● Anywhere your audience is consuming your 

content is a place they could also be learning 
about how you operate.



🚨 Don’t rely on people 
finding an About page or a 
policy on your website 🚨









Take an 
FAQ to 
social



Put it in story text itself 



ABC10/ On-air transparency

 

Transparency went 
INTO story: Anchor 
explains how the 

station deliberated 
handling of police 

body cam video  



Where could you share transparency 
messaging with your audience?    

● Get in groups and brainstorm a list
● Think about where people with low-trust in news are most likely to 

see or interact with your content 
● Remember: Anywhere your audience is consuming your content 

is a place they could also be learning about how you operate.
 
 

bit.ly/APAworksheet2026 

https://bit.ly/APAworksheet2026


Showing your process is like a 
math test — you only get 

partial credit if you only show 
the answer not the process.



We know this work takes 
time and investment.    

 

 



Trust Kits can help!
trustingnews.org/trustkits 

http://trustingnews.org/trustkits


Thank you!
Mollie Muchna // mollie@TrustingNews.org

Subscribe to Trust Tips:  
TrustingNews.org/newsletter

Slides:  bit.ly/APAxTrustingNews2026   
 

mailto:mollie@TrustingNews.org
http://trustingnews.org/newsletter/
http://bit.ly/APAxTrustingNews2026

