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Research Program

In 2016 the Trust Project design research team 

heard from the news audience in the US and Europe 

and created an engagement spectrum from Avid to 

Avoidant, even Angry. The research helped to 

narrow the 30 possible Trust Indicators to eight.

Four years later, we have refreshed the research, 

seeking an update on peoples’ attitudes and 
behaviors. How do they respond to the current 

Trust Indicators? What’s changed in their 
consumption and use of news? What directions 

would support greater engagement and trust?

Overview
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Journalistic

Investigative Research

Quantitative

Research

Qualitative

Design Research

• Many respondents

• Usually less personal

• More repeatability

• Used to screen, query and 

validate; see trends across 

large data sets

• Smaller sample size: 3 to 10 to 30

• Interview and observation are staples

• Typically flexible and conversational

• Aim to enter without an agenda

• Used at three stages: 

• to explore for new ideas

• test concepts

• validate designs

• Includes or leads to idea generation

• Range of techniques

• May be focused on one person, 

organization or network

• Purpose may be to uncover, 

discover, connect, explain,…



Geography

We conducted 

remote interviews 

with 28 people in 

North America, 

Europe and Australia.

Overview
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Breadth

Diversity was represented 

across geography, political 

spectrum, ethnicity and 

gender.

Overview

Research: Jun-Aug 2020 Trust Project 2020 - 2021 Refresh 6

6 

Black

10 

White

5 

Asian

5 

Other

2 

Hispanic

Ethnic Identity

13 

Male

15 

Female

Gender Identity

10 

Moderate

6 

Conservative

10 

Liberal
2 

Unknown

Political Leanings



Trust Indicators

BOTTOM ROW   These exhibit a more nuanced, complex conversation and usage. A growth-oriented refresh could be timely and impactful.

Best Practices

Overview

Type of Work

Diverse VoicesActionable 
Feedback

Locally Sourced Methods 
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s

TOP ROW   Audience appreciation level, great or small, is “stable” and only small refinements needed, if any. 

Highest 
value or  
usefulness

Used more 
frequentlyLEGEND

1 7
3

4
3 2

6

7

3 2
6
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Hearing from local news was 
important to him: “Often they 
are the only people reporting 
on things that you’d just hear 
about through word-of-mouth”

Xxxxx

“I like the news to be news, as 
in, the facts on what 
happened.” Xxxxx

“I wanted to drive down and support 
the people in Texas after the 
hurricane… but learned through the 
news that the governor did not want 
people driving to Texas during 
covid…no place to stay.”    Utah woman

“I think I’ve read sponsored news 
stories and not realized it. (Discussing 
this Indicator)…makes me think I 
should pay more attention.”      Xxxx

“The Citations let me know the 
journalist did their homework.” 

Xxxxx

“I love the Best Practices: this 
one is for me.” 

Xxxxx

People Are Saying

What we are hearing
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“After the 2016 election, I realized I 
needed to support the news. Now I 
subscribe to KQED, Seattle Times, 
and the NY Times…. I’d like to 
subscribe to the Washington Post, 
too, but I think I’m already doing 
enough. I might still do it because 
there’s some interesting stuff 
(behind the paywall).”

Bill

“Yes, well, they’re all good.” 
in reference to the 8 Trust 
Indicators.

About Comments sections:

“Revealing” “Insightful” 
“Leads me to deeper research” 
“A place to debate” “Crazytown”
“I share if I can make a difference; if 
my voice is needed.”



People Are Saying

What we are hearing
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“I’ve seen people use their 
credentials before, saying that 
makes the validity of their 
reporting high. But that’s not 
really true.” 

Likesha

“The thing is, even if I agree 
with it every news site has a 
point of view.”            Molly

“Sometimes my personal 
opinions feel attacked, and 
then I think they are putting 
their opinion on this.”

Bianca

“I feel like I need to do 
research. I can’t just read news 
and take it as it is. I have to do 
more digging, and I think, 
‘Wasn’t that supposed to be 
your job as the reporter?’” 

Leilanie

“This is a delicate balance, it’s 
bad for the reporting if you are 
getting the perspective on an 
issue from someone who has had 
years of developed bias from 
living within that community 
bubble.”

Klaus

“I’m always looking for 
information that isn’t just to 
scare or to push bias; I’m 
looking for actionable 
information I can then 
participate on.”

Mariah
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Interviewees

What we are hearing

Here are a few examples 

of 24 1-page profiles 

created to summarize 

interviewee discussions, 

their news behaviors and 

perspectives.
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Summer 2020 Themes

ENGAGEMENT EMOTION

Overview
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Is “engagement” wearing a 
mask… a rally… donating… 
voting… clicking? People identify 
with engagement more in 2020-

21 than four years ago. 

How do people view the 

role of emotion in their 

news interactions? Does it 

help or hurt their trust?

LANDSCAPE OF TRUST

Paul Gigot, WSJ Opinion 
Editor, Conservative Analyst

Judy Woodruff, PBS News Hour,, 
Anchor and managing ed.

How do we place ourselves, our 

news in a landscape of trust? 

We’re workshopping a Trust 
Indicator refresh and more.



Landscape of Trust
• Engagement

• Emotion & Trustworthiness
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Engagement

Points of Synthesis
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In general, there has been a development towards engagement in 

the past four years, going beyond our previously most activated 

interviewee.

Outwardly engaged and internally engaged categories were more 

likely to subscribe or follow particular news groups. 

Those outside those categories took more of a passive or 

uninterested approach to following the news. 

Some actively avoiding the news, due to negative perspectives on 

the news altogether, or feelings of being overwhelmed or 

hopeless in the face of information coming into their threads.



Emotion

Points of Synthesis
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The news is an inherently 

emotional experience due to 

the nature of what is being 

reported and the day-to-day 

impact those stories may 

have on the lives of people.

We heard repeatedly 

throughout the interviews 

about the role emotion plays 

in individual trust levels while 

consuming the news. 

Emotion

Trustworthiness
Users are reading and looking at the news to detect 

how emotionally connected the author is to the 

story. This was used to understand how much they 

could trust the source or understand bias leanings.

Engagement
Still others respecting and liked the emotional 

power of stories to ether understand their own 

choices on and when to become more 

outwardly engaged with news stories and 

events happening around the world.

Persuasiveness
Others understood the power emotion has on the 

human psyche. Choosing ways to consume the 

news in ways that protect them from overly 

emotional responses to the news stories



Trust Indicators
Response, Interaction and Refinement
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TANGLED SPACE

• People thought of the Local indicator for 
both their own locality and for whether 
they were getting a local view on distant 
places.

• National / Local: There's an appreciation 
for the complementary nature of having 
both on a story. National for broader 
perspective and Local for the contextual 
understanding. 

• Diverse voices in the local: The audience 
was aware of how different local voices 
have their own bias and experience-set. 

• Not getting enough local: Most were 
concerned about the loss of their own 
local news.

Indicators that now feel complex have potential for growth. 

Trust Indicators (More detail in hidden pages.)
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EVOLUTION

• Four years ago people 
who cared about Diverse 
Voices wanted to see
diversity on staff. 

• Now people are more 
concerned about seeking 
diverse views, meaning 
breadth of thought, in 
order to find truth from 
the greater range. Does 
this point to creating a 
map for them?

RE-FRAME

• Readers who already 
have a sense of 
“methods” in their 
work understand and 
value them in news.

• Everyone else needs a 
“hook” to draw them 
in and would expect to 
see them in the story 
itself.

LEVEL UP

• Four years ago readers 
found the Comments 
section to be chaotic 
and problematic.

• Now, more comment 
areas have been brought 
into a useful, moderated 
state. 

• There’s several 
possibilities for taking 
“Actionable” to a deeper 
level.

These exhibit a more nuanced, complex conversation and usage. A growth-oriented refresh could be timely and impactful.

Diverse VoicesActionable 
Feedback

Locally Sourced Methods 
1 7

3

4
3 2

6

7



Refinements (More detail in hidden pages.)

Trust Indicators
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ALWAYS, RARELY

• Almost everyone 
agrees this is useful.

• It’s only needed one 
time.

• Good as-is.

MUST-HAVE MIXED BAG

• Gives confidence

• Used when fake, too

• What if you could see the 
status of the link? Or a 
map of citation breadth?

BOTH WAYS

• Helpful as a start to digging 
deeper to find the 
perspective; good as-is.

• Readers more likely trust 
the publisher who hired the 
journalist.

• Belief that it could lead to 
celebrity for the journalist 
and then potential for less 
trust.

NECESSARY, SUBTLE

• While useful, the real 
needs are left 
unaddressed; this 
could be made 
stronger.

Best Practices Type of Work
s



Further Recommendations
In this time of change it’s a good opportunity to level up! People are ready, if worn. 
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Workshops
Further Recommendations

We’ll brainstorm

refinements and development

of the eight Trust Indicators,

then grapple with

key topics around

Emotion and Engagement 

in the next few weeks.



Thank you.
Willa Crolius

Chris Kurjan
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Team Contributors

Michael Rawling, Benjamin Baader, Mari  Narma.


