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n astatement recognizing

National Newspaper Week

some 40 years ago, President

Ronald Reagan extolled the

central role of the mediain
American democracy.

“Since the founding of this nation,
freedom of the press has been a funda-
mental tenet of American life,” Reagan
said on Oct. 6,1983. “There is no more
essential ingredient than a free, strong
and independent press to our contin-
ued success in what the Founding Fa-
thers called our ‘noble experiment’in
self government.”

Fast forward to Oct. 29, 2018, when
President Donald Trump called the
news media the “Enemy of the People”
in atweet shortly after a series of mail
bombs were sent to prominent Demo-
crats and a cable news network by a
political extremist.
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“There is great anger in our Country caused
in part by inaccurate, and even fraudulent, re-
porting of the news,” Trump wrote on his Twit-
ter account. “The Fake News Media, the true
Enemy of the People, must stop the open & ob-
vious hostility & report the news accurately &
fairly”

Indeed, just as Reagan’s remarks reflected
the populace’s high, post-Watergate respect for
the nation’s free press, Trump’s comments mir-
rored waning trust in this once-admired
American institution, now scoffed at during
these times of deep political polarization.

While once we all seemed to be at least ac-
cepting ofacommon set of facts related to usby
the members of a trusted news media, now we
don’t even seem to agree on what a fact is.

As part of our series on the American Mid-
dle, we recognize that polarization within the
news media has contributed to divisions in our
society and eroded trust in the news media. We
have taken a closer look at the depth of this
problem and considered potential causes.
And, because we believe most people share our
desire for less polarization in the media, we of-
fer several recommendations for rebuilding
public trust in the press and bolstering the in-
stitutions that provide our nation with the in-
formation we need to function as citizens.

See EDITORIAL Page 2P
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THE
AMERICAN

MIDDLE

Part of our Opinion
series exploring
The American
Middle, this editori-
al examines why
and how the public
has lost trustin
today’s polarized
news media, and
how we can undo
the damage this
has caused.

WHAT THEY SAID

“We were supposedto leave at 7:40.
Thenit was 2:40, thenT15, thenT:30.

And now, | don’teven see our flight.”

— Nicole Vowel, a stranded passenger at
Dallas Love Field, after a shutdown ofa
critical flight safety system Wednesday
morning forced all domestic flights
nationwide to be grounded for more than
90 minutes to start the day. That outage led
to hundreds of flights out of Dallas’ airports
being canceled or delayed. (Wednesday,
The Dallas Morning News)

“We’llremember the menin that locker
room, the guys we got to grow up with.
[...]1 When stuff got tough and things kind
of got hard, you saw what type of men
we’vegotinourlockerroomthat
continuetofight, believe.” — Texas
Christian University quarterback Max
Duggan, after the Horned Frogs were
defeated in the national championship
game by Georgia, 65-7. (Tuesday,

The Dallas Morning News)

“The wind has been treacherous, but you
just got to bundle up and make sure you
stay dry. Rainis part of life. It’s going to be
sunny. It’s going torain. I just got to strap
my boots up and not giveup.” — Theo
Harris, who has been living on the streets of
San Francisco since getting out ofjailin
2016. (Tuesday, The Associated Press)

“Onething I’'mlooking forward tois for
my kid to watch one of my
matchesandtell
someone, ‘That’s
my mom,’ haha.”

— Tennis

champion

Naomi Osaka,
announcing on
Instagram that she’s
pregnantand
withdrawing from the

Australian Open and future competitions.
(Wednesday, The New York Times)

“My Corvette’sinalocked garage, so
it'snotlikeit’s sitting out onthe street.”

— President Joe Biden, replyingtoa
question on how classified papers were
found. A special counsel was assigned by
the Justice Department toinvestigate the
handling of classified documents by the
president. (Thursday, The New York Times)

“He willmake himselfrightathomein
Florida’s right-wing ecosystem of grifting
and podcasting, finding allies with
whoever thinks they canuse himto
advance their far-rightagenda.” — Andy
Reiter, a professorof
politics and
international
relations at Mount
Holyoke College,
commenting on
former Brazilian
President Jair
Bolsonaro (pictured)
apparently settling in the
Sunshine State. (Monday, The Associated
Press)

“One minute, you’re making mint tea
athome, the next, you’reinvited to be
the Black face of an embattled white
organization.” — Comedian Jerrod
Carmichael, commenting on his hosting
duties at last week’s Golden Globe Awards.
(Tuesday, The Washington Post)

“We've duginto notjust thelanguage, the
rhetoricinthese documents, butalsothe
data. And I'd say inthat sense, our analysis
really seals the deal on ‘Exxonknew.’”

— Geoffrey Supran, lead author of a study
inthejournal Science that revealed that
Exxon Mobil’s scientists were remarkably
accuratein their predictions about global
warming since1977. (Thursday,

The Associated Press)

“They were looking not justanywherein
the country but someplaceinthe world to
launch this. They decided North Texas
would be agoodfit.” — Frisco Mayor Jeff
Cheney, afterannouncing that Universal
Parks and Resorts will build a kid-themed
park in the North Texas suburb.
(Wednesday, The Dallas Morning News)

Have questions
or comments about Opinion?
Please send letters via the online
form at dallasnews.com/sendletters.
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A skeptical public

Studies show that distrust of
the media has only deepened in
these recent years of political
polarization. No longer are
news organizations widely con-
sidered credible sources of ob-
jective and accurate informa-
tion. Instead, they're looked at
with suspicion, with consumers
wondering if what they’re hear-
ing or reading is true or made
up, fair or slanted. And while
some groups are more Suspi-
cious than others, an increasing
number of people are question-
ing the truth of what theyre
hearing, watching and reading.

This reality is borne out in
statistics.

According to a Pew Research
Center survey of adults in sum-
mer 2022, just 61% of Ameri-
cans said they had some or alot
of trust in the information they
get from national news organi-
zations. That’s asignificant drop
from the 76% of adults who felt
that way in 2016.

The youngest adults sur-
veyed, those age 18-29, had the
least amount of trust in the na-
tional news — just 56%. The
oldest Americans, those 65 and
over, had the most, at 67%.

Local news organizations
fared better in the Pew survey,
but they also saw declining faith
in their products. Among all
adults, 71% said they had some
or a lot of trust in the informa-
tion they got from their local
news outlets. But that was also a
big drop from just six years ago,
when 82% said they trusted
their hometown news.

So what are the reasons for
this slow and steady erosion of
trust in the news media? Trying
to pinpoint them in the fast-
changing world of communica-
tion can be like grasping at
Jell-O. It seems obvious the de-
cline is part of an overall loss of
faith in many institutions, such
as academia and elections ad-
ministration. Still, some experts
have identified what they be-
lieve are the biggest factors spe-
cific to the media.

Losing trust

According to a report by the
nonpartisan Aspen Institute,
which in 2017 formed a com-
mission to examine trust in the
media, there are six major rea-
sons for this decline.

The first cause is the prolifer-
ation of news sources, from ca-
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Whom do you trust?

U.S. adults under 30 are now almost as likely to trust information on social media sites as information from national news outlets.
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Wider partisan gaps emerged in trust of national and local
news organizations and social media.

Percent of U.S. adults who say they have some or a lot of trust
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ble news channels to a dizzying
number of internet “news” sites.
This paradox of choice has actu-
ally made it harder, not easier,
for Americans to feel well-in-
formed, according to the insti-
tute’s Knight Commission on
Trust, Media and Democracy, a
partnership with John S. and
James L. Knight Foundation,
which studied the topic for two
years.

The commission cited a 2018
Gallup poll that found only
about 4 in 10 people were confi-
dent in their ability to “navigate
the news environment to re-
main knowledgeable on current
events and determine what is
factually true.”

The second reason is the
public’s loss of connection with
the media source that created
the news story.

News stories once consumed
in newspapers, magazines or on
aparticular channel are now of-
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ten funneled to consumers
through internet platforms
rather than actual sites of news
organizations, the commission
noted. This has made it harder
for consumers to differentiate
between “good”journalism pro-
duced by experienced reporters
from stories based on rumors or
falsehoods, creating distrust
with all of it.

A third factor has been the
blurring of lines between news
and opinion in the media, the
commission found. This blur-
ring took off with the 1987 re-
peal of the Federal Communica-
tion Commission’s Fairness
Doctrine, a Reagan administra-
tion decision that opened the
door for endless partisan com-
mentaries on talk radio and 24~
hour cable network shows.

“The consensus on what
constitutes ‘the news’ began to
erode,” the commission report
said. More recently, it added,
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Newspaper presses are pictured in the mid-20th century. In1787, Thomas Jefferson fa-
mously said that “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government
without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, | should not hesitate a mo-

ment to prefer the latter.”

conservative media have at-
tacked “mainstream media” as
being inherently biased toward
theleft.

Perhaps one of the greatest
factors that has chipped away at
public trust of the media, how-
ever, has been the widespread
dissemination of false or mis-
leading information. Of course,
propaganda intended to influ-
ence attitudes and even win
votes is nothing new to Ameri-
can society. But the “internet,
with its radical openness, has
introduced new forms of prob-
lematic content,” according to
the commission. That ranges
from troubling but often harm-
less misinformation to the more
serious disinformation, which is
knowingly sharing false infor-
mation intended to cause harm.

Often this damaging disin-
formation is tailored to appeal
to the deepest fears of a particu-
lar group so that it is more likely
to be spread more quickly in
moments of outrage. The com-
mission noted one of the star-
kest examples of this in recent
years was Russia’s use of Ameri-
can social media platforms to
affect the 2016 election. The
commission noted that the dis-
information spread by Russia
wasn't so much intended to fa-
vor one candidate over another,
as it was to sow distrust and
confusion about the reliability
of sources of information.

Along with disinformation,
Americans don’t feel like they're
getting all of the facts — and it
would appear theyre right. A
February 2022 Pew survey of
journalists found that they dif-
fer significantly from the public
in the importance they place on
“bothsidesism” — whether re-
porters should always try to give
equal coverage to all sides of a
story. Such an approach has his-
torically been a central mission
of news gathering.

A majority of journalists sur-
veyed, 55%, say they do not be-
lieve every side of a story de-
serves equal coverage; 76% of
Americans say they do.

The readers and viewers are
right here, and if journalists en-
sured they were fairly present-
ing all sides of a story in a neu-
tral light, and letting the facts
speak for themselves, it could go
along way toward restoring lost
trust.

A fifth reason so many
Americans distrust the news
media, according to the com-
mission, is the decline of local
news organizations. More peo-
pletrustlocal news sources than
national ones. That’s likely be-
cause consumers feel a higher
level of accountability from
news produced close to home.
But as local news outlets have
shut their doors, consumers
haven't connected with out-of-
reach national sources.

Finally, the commission
identified the growing practice
among the public, as well as
pundits and politicians, to polit-
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icize criticism of the media.
Americans tend to be more crit-
ical of “the media” rather than
“my media,” the news sources
one goes to for his daily diet of
partisan commentary. And sev-
eral high-profile politicians, in-
cluding Trump, have made reg-
ular criticism of the media part
of their worldview.

So what can be done to stop
the downward slide of trust in
what was once one of America’s
most-admired  institutions?
How can the news media be-
come less polarized and more
representative of the American
Middle?

Restoring trust

It's worth noting that the
public’s relationship with the
press has never been one of per-
fect trust. And it’s also worth
noting that a partisan press that
delights some and infuriates
others is nothing new to our na-
tion.

Theideal of objective report-
ing was really a concept that
arose as late 19th- and early
20th-century publishers tried
to attract audiences with di-
verse viewpoints.

In1787, Thomas Jefferson fa-
mously said that “Were it left to
me to decide whether we should
have a government without
newspapers, Or newspapers
without a government, I should
not hesitate a moment to prefer
thelatter”

His opinion of the press de-
clined with time or as he came
under its scrutiny. In 1807, he
wrote that “Nothing can now be
believed which is seen in a
newspaper. Truth itself be-
comes suspicious by being put
into that polluted vehicle”

Those nostalgic for “the way
things used to be” probably
don’t have a sense of how rough
and tumble they really were.

But there is little doubt that
the supply of strong, indepen-
dent local reporting has de-
clined to the detriment of the
country.

That has proved to be a hard
problem to resolve, as newspa-
pers that always supplied the
lion’s share of local, fact-based
reporting have withered in the
internet economy.

As people have increasingly
turned to cable television and
social media for information,
trust in “the media” has de-
clined along with the quality of
information they get.

Some might suggest a return
to something like the Fairness
Doctrine, when Americans’
sources of information were
limited and news organizations
worked under clear regulations
and, during the middle 20th
century at least, adhered to
courteous traditions.

There is constant debate in
politics now about whether so-
cial media platforms are unfair
and biased in their content
moderation. Republican legis-
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lators around the country are
pressuring social media compa-
nies over whatis or isn’t on their
sites.

Trying to legislate our way
into a “fair” media is foolish.
Evenifit could be done, regulat-
ing content disseminated off the
public airwaves is fraught with
First Amendment concerns. It
also ignores the nation’s long
history of a partisan press.

There is arole for better gov-
ernment regulation. But that
mainly relates to limiting the
broad libel protections that so-
cial media companies enjoy,
protections that traditional
news organizations do not have.
The civil courts havelong done a
good job of holding publishers
responsible for the quality of
their content. They should have
greater sway with internet pub-
lishers as well. Doing so would
help level the economic playing
field that has put a lot of tradi-
tional publishers on their heels.

But, by and large, involving
the government in the business
of speech and the dissemination
of information is an error and
one we would surely regret.

A path forward

So where does that leave us?
As with so many of our civic
problems, it's worth turning to
the thoughts of our founders.

Jefferson said it in 1817: “An
enlightened citizenry is indis-
pensable for the proper func-
tioning of arepublic.”

People need to be better edu-
cated about the media itself.
The way information is gath-
ered and disseminated has
changed faster than society’s
ability to keep up with what is
trustworthy and what isn’t.

We have to do a better job
understanding how we get our
news. Thankfully, media litera-
cy hasbecome a greater concern
from elementary to graduate
school. And itshould be because
somany people now get theirin-
formation from unreliable
sources.

That’s an easy trap to fall into
because we seem to be hard-
wired to seek sources that con-
firm our biases rather than chal-
lenge them. Social media and
partisan cable news have bene-
fited enormously from that hu-
man impulse. And social media
has made it especially perni-
cious by building algorithms to
exploitit.

Countering that impulse will
take an organized and active ef-
fort on the part of people to not
only understand where their in-
formation comes from but also
to seek sources of information
that are committed to getting
the facts right, providing con-
text and offering all relevant
sidesto astory.

It’s hard work to do that. But
it is crucial to the function of a
republic and a free society.

Fair regulation can help, not
by measuring the fairness of
content but by putting all pub-
lishers on more equal regulato-
ry footing, whether they are so-
cial media companies or televi-
sion stations or newspapers.

Public trust in the news me-
dia has broken down over many
decades, so building it back up
may well take as long. But we
believe that despite the tenden-
cy to be drawn to echo cham-
bers, most Americans dont
want polarized news organiza-
tions. They want once again to
trust the nation’s free press.

With a deeper understand-
ing of the reasons for this col-
lapse in trust, and a concerted
commitment to fixing these
problems, perhaps we can re-
store some of what’s been lost
and ensure we have the facts
we need to do our work as citi-
zens.



