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Foreword
COVID-19 amplified need for trustworthy news
The boost from people seeking trustworthy information
about the virus and its ramifications is evident in engage
ment and subscription numbers of the past 18 months.
Amid the rising tide of misinformation about COVID-19,
there has been much-needed recognition of the role
newsrooms play in finding, checking and interpreting
information.
However, it would be wrong to think this blip has been
enough to overcome the challenge of waning trust in
journalism and its implications.
Public trust in journalism is always fragile and a per
petual challenge. When I joined the industry as a teen
ager, journalists ranked alongside estate agents and car
salespeople as the least trustworthy of the professional
world. This perception was so at odds with the ethical
journalists I knew that I dismissed it as ignorance and a
burden of a job that most people did not understand.
However, going digital and the rise of social media intro
duced a new scale and dimension to the trust challenge.
One of those is the phenomenon of online hate towards
journalists and media.
With the pandemic, this seems to have become more
serious.

4

Most editors within the WAN-IFRA community put
great effort and thought into keeping faith in their jour
nalism. Their commitment to ethical standards and
newsroom practices set their journalism apart. Their
media organisations invest in seeking the truth. They are
miles apart from dubious content farms and bad actors,
with vested interests exploiting the pandemic and those
undecided citizens in the middle.
But is the masthead and all it stands for enough? As an
editor, what more can you do to reinforce the mission of
your journalism?
This Trends in Newsroom report focuses on three tools
available to newsrooms to rebuild trust in their jour
nalism. It does not explore fact-checking or misinfor
mation initiatives, which are a subject on their own.
The verdict is out as to whether each, on their own, is
enough to rebuild trust. For resource-strapped news
rooms focused on the daily news challenge, the burden of
taking on processes or people to check, question, and tell
the back-story of their journalism is often considered too
onerous.
For them, there are some simple principles we have
pulled out that will help to reinforce trust in your jour
nalism among loyal and occasional news consumers.
Converting anti-media extremists is an altogether dif
ferent challenge.

The mood against the media is growing and is not con
fined to the online world. One only has to look at placards
on anti-vax marches to see that, in many cases, it has an
alarmingly aggressive and threatening edge. The “Media
is the Virus”, “Practice Media Distancing”, the “Media
is the Pandemic” are just a few of the common slogans I
have seen about London.

World Editors Forum
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Cherilyn Ireton
Executive Director

Key takeaways
from the report
1
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Experts argue that journalism is
increasingly seen as an entity apart
from the public, rather than a voice
for it – a role it needs to reclaim.

Signalling trustworthiness to
audiences doesn’t end with implementing specific measures.

2
Journalism is often not transparent
enough about its inner workings.
Policies and practices around a news
organisation’s mission, ethics, and
procedures need to be clearly communicated.

3
The concept of professional standards, transparency and accounta
bility are at the core of most current
initiatives and strategies designed to
help a news organisation increase its
trustworthiness among the public and
its audiences.
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It’s an ongoing process that requires
journalists and news organisations to
consistently make an effort to show
audiences they are worthy of their
trust.

5
Diversity, equity and inclusion are
also gaining traction in the realm of
building trust with audiences.
Members of communities that don’t
see themselves reflected or feel
poorly represented in coverage
are unlikely to be trusting of news,
according to experts.

Key takeaways from the report
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Chapter 1

The challenge
Low trust in journalism has been an enduring problem, but one made
worse by social media. For evidence, one needs to look no further than
the information crisis around the COVID-19 pandemic. Good reporting
and fact-based information have been swamped by an overwhelming
volume of persuasive misinformation and disinformation.

At a time when there is a great need for trustworthy
information, a variety of factors have further under
mined public confidence in the media.

What’s driving distrust
W Accelerating public distrust in institutions;
W Divisive populist leaders, who continue to mimic
former US President Donald Trump and Brazilian
President Jair Bolsonaro in dismissing critical report
ing as fake news;

W Social media. Misinformation and conspiracy theo
ries have reached an unprecedented scale on social
platforms, further polarising views and stoking anger
and abuse against the media. There has been an
alarming rise in physical attacks on journalists as a
result; and

W An inability of many to differentiate between ethical
and unethical journalism, verified and unverified
information, news media and social media.

The pandemic: a turning point
or false hope?
As the world grapples with the most significant public
health crisis in recent history, and with more global chal
lenges on the horizon, there is an urgent need to address
the issue of trust in journalism.
Is the increase in news subscriptions and page views of
news sites during the pandemic evidence of a turning
point in the demand for factual and reliable information
from newsrooms, or merely a pandemic blip?
There are mixed signals on this from two relevant studies.
Edelman tracks public faith in four institutions, namely
business, government, NGOs, and media. Its annual
Trust Barometer published in January 2021 found media
was the least trusted of the four institutions.
Traditional media experienced the most significant
decrease in public confidence compared to other news
sources, namely social media, search engines and owned
media, dropping from 61 percent in 2020 to 53 percent in
2021. Edelman updated its study in May 2021 to reflect
ongoing COVID-19 sentiment and found that only 40
percent of survey respondents felt that traditional media
was doing a good job at reducing misinformation.
However, the 2021 edition of The Reuters Institute for
the Study of Journalism (RISJ)’s Digital News Report,
published in June, paints a more positive picture. The
public health crisis has shown the value of accurate and
reliable information, and that recent falls in average trust
have, to some extent, been reversed, the report found.
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Concretely, 44 percent of respondents said they trust
the news most of the time, up six points from last year,
bringing trust levels back to those from 2018. Trust in the
news sources people most often use themselves has also
rebounded, up four points to 50 percent. 		

Additionally, the gap between trust in the news in general
and that found in aggregated environments, such as
social networks, has widened, which points to “audiences
tartbloggingonline.com
seemingly placing a greater premium on accurate and
reliable news sources,” according to the report. Some
24 percent trust news in social media, while 34 percent
trust news in search.

Then somewhere between that time and the third
quarter, trust plummeted. “Around that time, we were
having a second surge of the virus, and US elections were
happening, so there was a lot of tumult around the world,”
she said.
“People were distrusting of institutions, including the
press, and weren’t seeing the press as a helpful partner
to help them navigate. Instead, the press was part of this
untrustworthy arena of big institutions that couldn’t
be relied upon to help us through this really difficult
environment.”

Media, journalism and social media
Sally Lehrman, Director of the Trust Project, which
is working with news organisations to increase news
integrity through transparency indicators, analysed trust
in journalism during the pandemic. She found that trust
in the news globally increased quite a bit right after the
onset of COVID-19.
“People were understanding the importance of news and
really looking toward journalism to help them know
how to cope, and how to navigate this new situation,”
Lehrman said.

“People were understanding the
importance of news and really
looking toward journalism to help
them know how to cope, and how
to navigate this new situation.”
Sally Lehrman
Director, Trust Project
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“We’ve had a year of a global health
crisis that has affected citizens everywhere, and the value of good quality
information has become a matter of
life and death. So it’s not s urprising
that people are looking for this
information and have decided that
a lot of the kind of brands that they
recognise and trust are the ones
they turn to.”
Meera Selva
Deputy Director,
Reuters Insitute for the Study of Journalism

The Reuters Institute’s report suggests that the media
industry then managed, somewhat, to reverse that trend
and regain trust, something Meera Selva, Deputy Di
rector of the RISJ, says “isn’t really surprising when you
consider the year we’ve had.
“We’ve had a year of a global health crisis that has affected
citizens everywhere, and the value of good quality infor
mation has become a matter of life and death. So it’s not
surprising that people are looking for this information
and have decided that a lot of the kind of brands that they
recognise and trust are the ones they turn to.”
The report also discovered a trust gap, stating that while
people trust the news they use more than before, there
has been a massive fall in the trust in news in search.
“This is related partly to concerns over misinformation,
partly related to the role of platforms, and a general
polarisation in society, which means that people don’t
always trust news unless it’s something that they already
know they believe shares their values,” Selva said.
“The other risk here is that people conflate misinfor
mation and concerns over fake news with the media.
So while we would argue as journalists that the media
should be the antidote to misinformation, a lot of the
audiences often feel that when they see misinformation,
it’s the media they should not trust.”

8
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Tools to help build trust
Professional standards, transparency and accountability.
These concepts are at the core of most current initiatives and
strategies designed to help a news organisation increase its
trustworthiness among the public and its audiences.

“We don’t have a lot of scientific
evidence that transparency and
accountability are what builds trust,
but they are measures that can indi
cate trustworthiness,” said Kathy
English. She is the former Public
Editor at the Toronto Star in Canada,
current Chair of the Canadian Jour
nalism Foundation, and now new
Vice President of Content Integrity &
Editorial Standards at Dotdash.
So, what tools can a news organisa
tion employ to convince a jaundiced
public that its journalism is trust
worthy? We look at three that are
being used in newsrooms, namely
the Public Editor, The Trust Project
and the Journalism Trust Initiative.
“Given the crisis of trust across global
media, the more measures a news
room takes, the better,” English said.
“It’s a lot of work for newsrooms
to take the steps to get into these
projects [such as the Trust Project or
the Journalism Trust Initiative] to be
accredited.
“But in taking those steps, you’re ac
tually dealing with the foundational
elements that affect trustworthiness.
Even if you don’t join a project, take
the steps because it’s doing that work
of asking yourself really key ques
tions: Do we have a transparent cor
rections process policy and process?

Do we have labelling that makes
clear to our audiences the difference
between news and opinion? Do we
have labelling that makes clear the
difference between journalism and
paid (sponsored) content? Are we
clear with our audience about who
we are, what we stand for, what our
mission is?”
In light of a recently published RISJ
report, “Overcoming indifference:
what attitudes towards news tell us
about building trust”, being trans
parent and open about journalistic
practices, standards, and ethics poli
cies appears even more pressing.

According to the report, which
looked at attitudes towards news
in the United States, the United
Kingdom, India and Brazil, “large
minorities in all four countries hold
very negative and cynical views
about how they think journalists do
their jobs, including allowing per
sonal opinions to influence coverage,
accepting undisclosed payment from
sources, or deliberately seeking to
manipulate the public.”
And this isn’t just the case for those
who exhibit low trust in news – the
generally trusting often have a
similar attitude towards journalistic
practices.

“We don’t have a lot
of scientific evidence
that transparency and
accountability are
what builds trust, but
they are measures
that can indicate
trustworthiness.”

Kathy English
Chair, Canadian
Journalism Foundation
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Overcoming Indifference:
What Attitudes Towards News
Tell Us About Building Trust
______________
Benjamin Toff, Sumitra Badrinathan,
Camila Mont’Alverne, Amy Ross Arguedas,
Richard Fletcher, and Rasmus Kleis Nielsen

TRUST IN NEWS
PROJECT

RISJ's Trust in News report

Whatever route a news organisation
takes to show its commitment to
transparency and accountability,
it’s a process that doesn’t end with
implementing measures. Instead,
it’s a continuing effort that requires
journalists and news organisations
to consistently show their audiences
that they are worthy of their trust.
“No matter what sort of certification
you get, a lot of those issues will
be there day after day after day,”
English said.

“Even when you label content, and
you have a glossary to explain
what it means, people will still be
confused. Ongoing corrections
are so imperative to building trust,
that people know that you can be
trusted to correct what you’ve got
wrong and also explaining that to
readers. Yes, we may get something
wrong but we are committed to
accuracy, we are committed to get
ting it right for you and to telling
you when we didn’t get it right.”

The Public Editor
It may seem obvious that news
organisations vying for the public’s
faith would make their commit
ment to trustworthy, fact-based
journalism abundantly clear, and
be willing to be held accountable
should they ever fail in this pursuit.
However, over the past years, sev
eral major news organisations have
eliminated the position of public
editor, a key role designed for that
very purpose, which was intro
duced to American newsrooms
some 50 years ago to combat erod
ing public confidence in journalism.

News Ombudsmen & Standards
Editors lists some 60 members
from more than 20 countries on its
website, although editors from the
United States and Canada account
for about a third of total membership.
As English put it in her Journalist
Fellow Paper for the Reuters Insti
tute for the Study of Journalism, the
role has long been considered an
’endangered species’ in journalism.
In her research, she focuses on what
part a revitalised public editor role
might play in helping journalism
overcome its trust crisis, and in mak
ing journalistic diversity a reality.
Acting independently from the
newsroom, public editors serve as
an intermediary between a news
organisation’s journalism and the
communities it aims to cover, ensur
ing ethical standards are respected,
and weighing in and responding to
public complaints when necessary.
“The way I’ve most often explained
the role is that it explains journalism
to readers,” English said.
“But even more important than that

Currently, the Organization of

Ways to signal trustworthiness
W Have a clear corrections policy and be willing to correct your errors
W Be clear about your mission and what you stand for
W Make a commitment to publish diverse voices and to serve diverse communities
W Clearly differentiate between news and opinion
W Clearly differentiate between journalism and paid content
W Ensure someone holds your news organisation to account when it falls short of these
principles and values, and answers the public’s questions and complaints honestly.
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is explaining the concerns of readers to journalists. The
way we operate in a newsroom is sometimes somewhat
of a silo separate from the public that we are intending to
serve.
“The public editor is that conduit that says ’what the
public is thinking about our work isn’t what we inside
the newsroom are thinking and perhaps what we need to
think about is, is it effective, is it serving public needs’.”
Bridging the gap between journalists and audiences,
public editors can help in forging transparency and a
better understanding of media literacy, hold journalists
and the respective news organisations accountable when
errors are made, but also defend them should unfounded
complaints arise.
Additionally, English posited in her paper that a public
editor’s traditional role needs to be expanded to include
accountability for diversity.
“One of the other elements that we as an industry have
come to terms with or are still trying to come to terms
with over this past year is the racial reckoning,” she said.
“What role does serving diverse communities, having
diverse voices, having a commitment to diversity, equity
and inclusion play in trust? If you’re a member of a
community that doesn’t see itself reflected or only sees
coverage of that community that is skewed or stereo
typical, are you going to trust us? Likely not.”

English held her position at the Toronto Star from 2007
to 2020, making her the longest serving public editor in
the history of the paper. During this time, she said she as
sessed, adjudicated and responded to more than 150,000
comments, concerns and complaints from Star readers.
The Toronto Star is a member of Sally Lehrman’s Trust
Project and also set up an in-house trust committee in
2017, following the industry’s global soul searching on
whether journalism had failed the public in its reporting
on the 2016 US presidential election.

The Trust Project
Despite many industry initiatives and funded research
to unpack the trust problem, a single blueprint on how to
maintain or regain the public’s trust has yet to emerge.
But specific projects have provided strategies for news
organisations to brand their content as journalism from
a professional newsroom, produced to a set of accepted
professional standards.
The most widely known and used are the Trust Indica
tors, which emanated from a project initiated by Sally
Lehrman at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics
at Santa Clara University in California. It was initially
funded by Craig Newmark, followed by Google, and
others.

Belgium

Canada

Germany

U.K.
US

Greece
Spain

Italy
Hong Kong

Panama
Brazil
Peru

Argentina

With more than 200 news sites as partners, the Trust Project
continues to champion news transparency and accuracy.
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The Trust Indicators
W Best Practices: Who funds the news
outlet and their mission, plus an outlet’s
commitments to ethics, diverse voices,
accuracy, making corrections, and other
standards.

W Author Expertise: Details about the
journalist, including their expertise and
other stories they have worked on.

W Type of Work: Labels to distinguish
opinion, analysis, and advertiser (or
sponsored) content from news reports.

W Citations and References: For investigative or in-depth stories, access to the
sources behind the facts and assertions
in a news story.

W Methods: For in-depth stories, infor
mation about why reporters chose
to pursue a story and how they went
about the process.

W Locally Sourced: Lets people know
that the story has local roots, origin, or
expertise.

W Diverse Voices: A newsroom’s efforts
to bring in diverse perspectives.

W Actionable Feedback: A newsroom’s
efforts to engage the public in setting
coverage priorities, contributing to
the reporting process, and ensuring
accuracy.

With this backing, Lehrman was able to work with
top news leaders around the world to develop a set of
standardised disclosures about a news outlet’s ethics,
standards and journalists that could be displayed on an
organisation’s website to help guide the public, and make
it easier to identify trustworthy news.
The Trust Project has evolved into a non-profit
organisation.

12
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Its indicators, which are presented on hundreds of news
sites, include information that newsrooms can add to
their content. The information aims to help readers un
derstand more about what type of story they’re reading,
who wrote it, and how the article was put together.
Each partner news organisation displays the indicators in
their own design environment on article pages and web
sites. The Newsroom Transparency Tracker, developed
by PEN America and the Trust Project, is a tool designed
to share information published by media outlets with
respect to four Trust Indicators (Best Practices, Journal
ist Expertise, Type of Work, and Diverse Voices), allowing
the public to assess their transparency.
According to the Trust Project, research shows that the
indicators do, in fact, enhance trust in a news site and its
journalists. Concretely, The Mirror in the UK conducted a
study before and after it implemented the Trust Indica
tors, and said they got an eight percent increase overall
in trust in the site, more trust in its journalists, and more
trust in the journalists being honest about their sources.

In support of the
indicators
“Gathering trust through explanation
and transparency is now table stakes
for our industry. Journalism is seen
as convenient – there when you need
it. And as a result, it has become
taken for granted. Our industry has to
be alert and aggressive in explaining
how we carry out our trade.
“The Trust Project provides score
cards that news organisations have
to satisfy before they are made
partners of the project. And those
organisations that meet the criteria
have seen trust levels increase with
their audiences.”
David Walmsley
Editor-in-Chief
The Globe and Mail, Canada

Chapter 2: Tools to help build trust

In another study, funded by The Trust Project, the Center
for Media Engagement at the University of Texas at Aus
tin, found that when indicators were present, evaluations
of the news organisation and the reporter who wrote the
article were higher. 63 percent of those who participated
in the study also thought that noting a news organisation
was participating in the Project would increase their
trust.
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Expert View: Sally Lehrman, Director, Trust Project

Why a relationship of trust
will help your journalism
The key trust indicators that can increase transparency in news

WAN-IFRA: In your opinion, how do editors perceive
the trust issue?
Sally Lehrman: It’s a mix across the different countries

in which we work and in individual news organisations.
For many, trust in the news is an acute problem. It’s
really clear and important to editors, partly because they
see how important it is to their role and their mission and
partly because it becomes more difficult for their journal
ists to carry out that mission if they don’t have trust with
the public or their sources, like journalists being attacked
on the streets as they’re trying to cover COVID-19, for
instance.
What we also find is that some news organisations see
the problem of trust, but they don’t think it applies to
them. They think ’we’ve been here for a hundred years or
whatever it may be, and our subscriptions are good, so we
don’t really need to change anything’.
More often, people see the need to change but there’s a
tension between having the resources to do it and being
able to allocate those resources to practices to build trust.
And then there’s the third component, which is not nec
essarily knowing what to do or being afraid to do some of
the things that are necessary to build trust.
Does the practice of journalism need updating to
overcome the public’s concerns?

There are things that we need to address. We have begun
to be seen as apart from public service, apart from the
public, instead of as a part of. And our traditional role
should be as a part of, a voice of the public.

14
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We need to look at the practices that we have abandoned
or changed that are starting to create distance between
journalism and the public. And one really basic one is
not being very responsive when people have concerns or
questions. I know a lot of newsrooms have pulled back on
those efforts because of resources.
It’s so important to connect with the public, listen and
engage with them. Some news organisations really get
that and have already begun engagement programmes or
have been doing them for a few years.
But others have pulled back, for instance, getting rid of
their ombudsperson or public editor. So they don’t have
anyone who’s responsible for responding to the public
and it falls upon the editor, or maybe the reporters, and
oftentimes they have no time to actually do that, or they
don’t feel they have time. In fact, they should make time
because it will build that relationship of trust and help
their journalism.
If you’re listening and engaging with the public and have
a better idea of what people are thinking and worried
about and bothered by, whether it’s in your pages or just
in the world, then you’re going to be able to produce
better journalism.
Why is transparency important in building trust?

In many ways, journalism isn’t transparent about what
we do. We have ethics policies, often quite long-standing
ethics policies, but the public doesn’t even know that. Of
tentimes, they’re quite surprised that journalists actually
have ethics policies that guide their work.
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That’s why we have a Trust Indicator about best practices.
Showing all those policies and practices to the public,
will help them understand that our mission is to serve
the public, not to serve some special interest like a busi
ness or government interest, which we are oftentimes
accused of. It’s very important that people see the rules
that guide journalists so that we do operate indepen
dently as best we can.
At times, news organisations are afraid to publish those
because they think they’ll be held accountable, and it’s
true they probably will be. But it’s not so much a legal
issue as it is an issue of integrity and willingness to
be held accountable. We need to be willing to do that
because we are all committed to integrity in our work,
so it’s a matter of showing that to the public through the
various practices.
The news media and social media landscape can also
be quite confusing for the public?

Yes, I’d say that’s the harm that the digital era has
brought to us. While the digital era has brought a lot of
good things, one of the problems is that all news looks
alike, and you can’t tell the difference between a blog or
a legitimate news site that has fact-checked every story
or one that’s more commentary-based like most of cable
television.

Platforms seem to have been stepping up efforts
to label or remove misinformation. Has that had an
impact on the way news is perceived by the public?

I think social media and search could do more to clearly
differentiate real journalism from other kinds of infor
mation. We do talk with them but I would like to see
them rely more on initiatives coming out of journalism
rather than to try to do it themselves.
I want to be clear about that, it’s not that I don’t want
them to take action, it’s that I want them to learn from
the way journalism defines itself rather than trying to
define journalism for us. To me, that’s a really important
distinction.
We need the technology platforms to understand the
depth of expertise within journalism and listen to that
rather than trying to recreate some theory about what
journalism is. They really need to look to us as the
authorities on journalism rather than try to determine
themselves how to evaluate journalism. Because the
more they do that the better they are at differentiating
reputable journalism and they’ve been doing more of it in
the last year or two.

That gets us to labelling. We need to be clear about what
is a news story, an opinion story, an analysis and what
the differences are. This will allow people to understand
how we make those distinctions and we can communi
cate those to the public.
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Signalling
journalistic
rigour
“The South China Morning Post
is the first news organisation
in Asia to join the Trust Project
as we believe a commitment to
transparency is foundational to
journalistic excellence. Having
journalistic ethics and being
transparent to readers affirms
and amplifies a news organisation’s commitment to transparency, accuracy, and inclusion.
“Our newsroom undertook a rigorous review
of our ethics and standards policies, up
dating them for the digital era and ensuring
that they aligned with global standards
upheld by Trust Project members. It was
an exercise in making sure the journalis
tic ethics within our newsroom would be
transparent to our readers. Much of the
process involved reviewing and updating
our policies and making them accessible to
our readers.

16
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Brian Rhoads
Managing Editor,
South China
Morning Post

“We have also implemented transparent news
room policies that adhere to the Trust Indicators,
including policies on ethics, corrections, fact-
checking and sourcing. These Trust Indicators
aim to provide insights into the methodology of
SCMP’s journalism as an authentic, reliable, and
balanced news source. By implementing these
international standards, we hope to inspire other
news organisations across the region to adopt
clear policies that bolster the freedom of the press.
“It would be a show of solidarity in having a
collective industry approach to the adherence to
globally accepted editorial standards. It signals
the news industry’s commitment to readers and
distinguishes news apart from content that lacks
the rigour of journalism.
“While SCMP is the first news organisation based
in Asia to join the Trust Project, we should not be
the last one. We hope our participation encourages
our regional colleagues to adopt these globally
accepted standards to promote fair, balanced and
trustworthy journalism in newsrooms across Asia.”

Chapter 2: Tools to help build trust

The Journalism Trust Initiative
Launched by Reporters Without Borders in 2021, The Journalism Trust Initiative (JTI)
was a direct response to the deluge of misinformation and propaganda online and real
concerns about the consequences for a society where people were unable to distinguish
information shaped by vested interests from that produced by independent and fair
news professionals.
By building a transparent framework to promote the
principles of ethical journalism, the aim was two-fold: to
give guidance to the public and to encourage news pro
viders to raise their professional norms and practices.

Instead, JTI focuses on actively supporting the good.

The JTI framework or set of standards emerged from
years of consultation.
Olaf Steenfadt, JTI’s Project Director, said there are two
main approaches to fighting disinformation and reestab
lishing trust.
The first one is to chase bad content, delete harmful
material and call out malicious actors.

“We are a little bit cautious of this approach because it can
easily be misused, turned into censorship, lead to over
blocking, and, in the end, to a limitation of freedom of
expression,” Steenfadt said.

“To do this, you have to ask yourself what is the good,
how do you define this,” he said.
In its investigation into trust in journalism, JTI found
an abundance of definitions, ethical codes and editorial
guidelines defining good journalism.

THE JTI INDICATORS – Areas of focus
IDENTITY AND TRANSPARENCY
Media’s
Identity

Editorial
Mission

Type of
Ownership

Owners’
Identity

Management
Identity

Editorial
Contact
Details

Revenue
sources
'and Data
Collection

PROFESSIONALISM AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Editorial
Guidelines

Accuracy

User
Generated
Content

Sources

Types
of
Content

Accountability

Internal
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“When you compare them next to each other, even at a
global scale, there isn’t much deviation. The essence of
what people, practitioners and also the general public
believe good journalism is, seems to be pretty much
consensual, which is a good starting point."
JTI created a web-based transparency tool, designed to
promote media integrity and reward trustworthy news.
It guides users through a process of checking, disclosing
and promoting compliance of their editorial processes
with best practices.
JTI offers publishers three options to engage with their
credibility tool – ranging from self-assessment to a fullon, audited certification mark, recognised by CEN, the
European Committee for Standardization.
The criteria for this were developed in conjunction with
130 organisations and individuals representing the media
industry, academia, regulatory and self-regulatory bodies,
tech companies and the media development sector.
The deeper engagement options are for those who want to
share their results and get a JTI Transparency Report, or
for those publishers who want an external, independent
audit and certification mark from JTI.
“In the current information chaos, falsehoods, propa
ganda and hate speech have a competitive advantage over
journalism”, said Christophe Deloire, Secretary General
of Reporters Without Borders.

“This has negative consequences for both the public, as
it limits its capacity to make fact-based decisions, and
for the sustainability of journalism. If we want to get out
of this downward spiral, we have to reverse the logic by
incentivising journalism through a trusted third-party
mechanism. JTI is a game-changing initiative as it turns
compliance with professional norms into a tangible asset,
and eventually a contribution to the sustainability of
journalism.”
The development of the JTI is a direct response to the
viral spread of disinformation in recent years. According
to the Edelman Trust Barometer 2020, as many as 74
percent of internet users say they are concerned about
disinformation on social media, while 64 percent turn
to the news media for reliable information. As a result,
demonstrating the trustworthiness of their work cannot
only remedy users’ concerns but also drive the reach and
revenues of news media.
The JTI web application was preceded by a pilot phase in
which a diverse range of nearly 50 media outlets tested
the instrument, including the Schibsted Group, Tiempo
Argentino, DER SPIEGEL and The Wire in India.
News organisations can use the JTI online tool, which
is initially available in English, French and Spanish, by
creating a profile for self-assessment.

When using the JTI application, news media outlets can progress through three optional stages.
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Chapter 3

The case against
trust signals
Using flags to signal trustworthy news has won
broad but not universal support. In Europe,
publishers are particularly concerned.
Broadly, the case against trust sig
nals relates to:

W What are you flagging as trust
worthy? Each piece of content, or
processes?

W The impact on press freedom
by introducing gatekeepers and
third parties into the news eco
system.

W The consequences of algorithms
in picking up and promoting
content that is flagged.

“Legally obliging editorial platforms
to cooperate with trusted flaggers
raises a number of important ques
tions as they are prone to establish a
mixture of private and state control
over the boundaries of freedom of
expression. Therefore, we firmly
oppose such content policing which
would impose a severe risk on press
freedom and freedom of expression.
The only benchmark for quality and
trustworthiness of a publication
is its content in and of itself,” said
Konteas.

W The impact on sustainability.

Van Wijk raised three points of con
cern with the European Commission
earlier this year.

W “The reality of news media is that
different brands cater to different
audiences. They make different
editorial choices to best reach
their audience. I am extremely
worried that trust indicators,
informing algorithmic decisions,
favour certain content over the
other, and even foster discrimina
tion against certain titles or type
of content on digital distribution
channels. Not only would this
have devastating consequenc
es for certain legitimate news
brands, but it would also deprive
large parts of society from access
to content.”

W “The sector is working hard to
We asked publisher’s associations in
Europe to unpack their concerns.

Wout Van Wijk
Executive Director
NME

Freedom of Expression
“Europe has established a solid and
unparalleled freedom of the press
and media pluralism which should
not be taken for granted,” said Ilias
Konteas, Executive Director for
EMMA & ENPA (the European
Newspaper Publishers’ Association
and EMMA, the European Mag
azine Media Association). “This
achievement rests upon the under
lying fundamental principle that a
publication’s popularity, reputation,
success and esteem, is determined
only by its reception by the public.”

Introducing problems
In the view of News Media Europe
(NME) Executive Director Wout
van Wijk, “these trust indicators
create more problems than they aim
to solve. As long as editorial content
is within the lines of the general law,
it should be up to the readers and
the public to decide which titles and
content they consider better or worse,
more trustworthy or not, and not the
algorithms, not the platforms, and
not such indicators.”
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ensure the sustainability of
news media so that it becomes
less dependent on platforms
and its algorithms. With the
introduction of trust indicators,
we risk falling back
in the grip of the algorithms.
Independence is key.”

W “While large publishers perhaps
would have the resources to build
their companies, systems and
processes in such a way that they
can satisfy the indicators, smaller
regional or local brands might
not, putting them at an even big
ger disadvantage in their quest
for online reach.”

Chapter 3: The case against trust signals

19

Chapter 4

The business case for trust
As news organisations increasingly rely on revenue from digital subscriptions, addressing the industry’s trust crisis has become even more pressing.

Credit:
Steve Bowbrick

“Why would you put your credit card down to pay for
news if you don’t trust us,” said Kathy English, the
Toronto Star’s former public editor.
“At the Toronto Star, that became a big emphasis support
ed right from the top, from the CEO, the publisher. They
were very, very adamant that there was a business case
for trust.”
Chris Roper, Deputy CEO of Code for Africa, echoes
these views and said news organisations should put great
emphasis on deciding on the right business model.
“The primary thing is to fix the business model because
if you haven’t fixed the business model of a news organ
isation, then you’re cutting corners in a whole bunch of
different ways,” he said. “Not just in terms of diminishing
resources and putting out bad journalism, but you’re also
cutting corners in the sense that you are chasing audi
ences that aren’t actually your audience, and that’s where
trust breaks down.

“Traditionally, a brand would have that brand’s audi
ence and they would understand that audience and that
audience would come to that brand for what it stood for.
In the last few years, news brands have been trying to
appeal to too many different kinds of audiences because
you’re chasing volume. And that’s a big threat. You need
to dial back and actually get back to understanding who
the audience is rather than chasing volume.”
Additionally, he recommended news organisations return
to the basics, focusing on the kind of journalism that so
cial media isn’t good at, such as deep dives, and investiga
tive reporting, and pushing back against the domination
of the news cycle by social media platforms.
“I think you need to do a reset of your business and say
where do you want to focus your attention going forward,
and all that attention needs to be focused on under
standing our relationship with our readers, and trying to
achieve transparency,” he said.
“How do we make ourselves way more transparent?
How do we expose the inner workings of our newsroom?
I think that would be my top tip.”
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