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‘WHO SHARED IT?’:
HOW AMERICANS DECIDE WHAT
NEWS TO TRUST ON SOCIAL MEDIA

When Americans encounter news on social
media, how much they trust the content is
determined less by who creates the news than
by who shares it, according to a new
experimental study from the Media Insight
Project, a collaboration between the American
Press Institute and The Associated Press-
NORC Center for Public Affairs Research.

Whether readers trust the sharer, indeed,
matters more than who produces the article —
or even whether the article is produced by a
real news organization or a fictional one, the
study finds.

As social platforms such as Facebook or
Twitter become major thoroughfares for news,  ©2015 AP/Richard Vogel

the news organization that does the original

reporting still matters. But the study

demonstrates that who shares an article on a social media site like Facebook has an even bigger
influence on whether people trust what they see.

The experimental results show that people who see an article from a trusted sharer, but one written by
an unknown media source, have much more trust in the information than people who see the same
article that appears to come from a reputable media source shared by a person they do not trust.

The identity of the sharer even has an impact on consumers’ impressions of the news brand. The
study demonstrates that when people see a post from a trusted person rather than an untrusted
person, they feel more likely to recommend the news source to friends, follow the source on social
media, and sign up for news alerts from the source.

All of this suggests that a news organization’s credibility both as a brand and for individual stories is
significantly affected by what kinds of people are sharing it on social media sites such as Facebook.
The sharers act as unofficial ambassadors for the brand, and the sharers’ credibility can influence
readers’ opinions about the reporting source.

© Copyright 2017. The Media Insight Project March 2017 1



‘WHO SHARED IT?": HOW AMERICANS DECIDE WHAT NEWS TO TRUST ON SOCIAL MEDIA

This new research by the Media Insight Project is part of an effort to study the elements of trust in
news at a time of turbulence in the media. The results offer important new insights to publishers
whose digital content increasingly is reaching people outside the domain of their own websites and
apps. Indeed, the findings suggest that publishers increasingly need to think of their consumers as
ambassadors for their brand. The findings also carry implications for people concerned about so-called
fake news and for advocates of “news literacy,” the spread of consumer critical thinking skills. The
findings also have implications for social networks that might be able to alter the presentation of
content to give consumers more information about the source of the news.

The new findings come from an experiment in which 1,489 Americans were presented with a news
feed item closely resembling Facebook. Everyone saw the same content, but the person who shared it
and the original reporting source varied. After reading the post and short story, respondents answered
questions about the story and their trust in the content, providing evidence about which variables had
the greatest effect on attitudes.

USING AN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN TO EXPLORE TRUST IN NEWS ON
SOCIAL MEDIA.

In an earlier era, the platform by which people got their news and the news brand were the same thing.
As a consumer, you watched the evening news from a particular network or read a particular
newspaper. Trust was simply determined by the news outlet’'s own credibility.

Today, as people increasingly get news on social platforms, news often comes via other people.

In a 2016 Media Insight Project national survey about trust and news, people reported that in social
media the news organization brand that originally reported the story influenced whether they trusted
the content, more so than who shared it. For example, 66 percent of Americans who received news
from Facebook said their trust in the original news source had a lot of effect on their trust in the
content, while only 48 percent said the same when it comes to the effect of trusting the person sharing
the news.

We wanted to test whether that was really true, or whether people just believed that was the case.

To do so, we designed an online survey experiment. We created a simulated Facebook post about
health news and presented it to an online sample of 1,489 U.S. adults who are part of AmeriSpeak,
NORC’s nationally representative survey panel.

Fach person saw a health news post from one of eight public figures who often share information
about health, a list that ranged from Oprah and Dr. Oz to the Surgeon General of the United States. Half
the people were randomly assigned a sharer they had earlier identified as a person they trusted. The
other half were randomly shown a sharer they had earlier said they didn't trust.
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SCREENSHOT OF SOCIAL MEDIA POST USED IN THE EXPERIMENT

Please click on this post and then review the article:

Check this out.

[

Don't let the scale fool you: Why you could still be at
risk for diabetes

Type 2 diabetes has reached epidemic proportions, with an estimated 29 million
people in the U.S. having the disease and another 86 million considered

prediabetic. With an estimated cost.

s Like ¥ Comment # Share

After viewing the post, everyone saw the accompanying health article headlined: “Don't let the scale
fool you: Why you could still be at risk for diabetes.” This article was originally a piece written by a
professor that appeared on The Associated Press (AP) website through an AP partnership. For half the
sample, the article was labeled as coming from The AP. For the other half, the article was labeled as
coming from a fictional source, something called the DailyNewsReview.com.

SCREENSHOT OF ARTICLE USED IN EXPERIMENT

Please click on this post and then review the article:

n Oprah

Check this out

Don't let the scale fool you: Why you could still be at
risk for diabetes

Type 2 danstes Nas F430Ne0 SI0STIC [rODOTONG, W 3 25 29 mANon peopie
e U5, ha daaee and anoier 35 MINaN canidered predanste. WM an

Lika W Comment s Snars

DailyNewsReview.com

= FULLMENU SPORTS MNEWS ENTERTAINMENT OPINION

Don't let the scale fool you: Why you could
still be at risk for diabetes

BY KYLE BRYANT Aug
Type 2 diabetes has reached epidemic proportions, with an estimated 29 milion people in the U.S.
having the disease and another 86 million considered prediabetic. With an estimated cost of USS245
bilicn, prevention becomes critically important to stem the tide of intreasing diabetes prevalence.

Diabetes is a chronic, treatable disease, but there are no cures. Weight loss surgery has been shown
to help in some individuals, and medication can help. Identifying individuals at high risk for
development of diabetes, adults with prediabetes, and then providing treatment to them is an
effective strategy to slow or eliminate its progression.

The prevailing wisdom and screening and treatment recommendations begin with the starting point
that adults who are overweight or cbese are the ones who are likely to have prediabetes. Weight loss
for these individuals is the primary recommended lifestyle intervention. Exercise and eating healthy
foods are part of that.

As someone who has studied diabetes, | have discovered recently with colleagues that we may be
missing millions of adults with prediabetes. Our screening systems in the 1.3, are focusing only on
these individuals who are overweight or cbese.

Please click on this post and then review the article:

n Oprah

Check this out...

Don't let the scale fool you: Why you could still be at
1isk for diabetes
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-AP THE BIG STORY

Don't let the scale fool you: Why you could
still be at risk for diabetes

BY KYLE BRYANT Aug. 3, 2016 ©

Type 2 diabetes has reached epidemic proportions, with an estimated 2% million people in the U.S.
having the disease and ancther 88 million considered prediabetic. With an estimated cost of USS245
billion, prevention becomes critically important to stem the tide of increasing diabetes prevalence.

Diabetes is a chronic, treatable disease, but there are no cures. Weight loss surgery has been shown
to help in some individuals, and medication can help. |dentifying individuals at high risk for
development of disbetes, adults with prediabetes, and then providing treatment to them is an
effective strategy to slow or eliminate its progression

The prevailing wisdom and screening and treatment recommendations begin with the starting point
that adults who are overweight or obese are the ones who are likely to have prediabetes. Weight loss
for those individuals is the primary recommended lifestyle intervention. Exercise and eating healthy
foods are part of that.

As somecne who has studied diabetes, | have discovered recently with colleagues that we may be
missing millions of adults with prediabetes. Our screening systems in the U.S. are focusing only on
these individuals who are overweight or obese.

Cur studies suggest it may not be as simple as classifying people as overweight or obese versus
healthy. Our thinking of risk and screening should alse consider body composition
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This experimental design tests how different factors affect people’s perceptions of news in social
media and is an alternative to simply asking people in a survey about what impacts their views.

WHO SHARED THE ARTICLE HAS A MAJOR IMPACT ON VARIOUS TRUST
INDICATORS.

The experiment shows that who shares the article has a major impact on what people think of it.

When people see news from a person they trust, they are more likely to think it got the facts right,
contains diverse points of view, and is well reported than if the same article is shared by someone
they are skeptical of.

Those who see a social media post from someone they trust evaluate the article more positively than
those who see one from someone they do not trust across a range of metrics.
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Question: How well does each of the following statements describe the article shared in this social media post?
Source: Media Insight Project poll conducted Nov. 9- Dec. 6, 2016, with 1,489 adults nationwide.

For instance, 51 percent of people say the health article on diabetes is well reported when it is shared
by a public figure they trust. Just a third (34 percent) feel that way when the same article is shared by
someone they don't trust.

The numbers are nearly identical for whether the story got the facts right. Fifty percent of readers
think the health article got the facts right when the person who shared it happens to be someone they
trust. Just 34 percent say the same when they are skeptical of the sharer.

The sharer even influences whether people think the article, which presents two perspectives,
contains diverse points of view. More people are likely to say an article contains multiple points of
view when it comes from a trusted source (31 percent) than when it comes from a less-trusted public
figure (22 percent).
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Who shared the article also influences, but to a lesser extent, whether people are likely to pass on the
article to their own friends. If the article was shared by a trusted source, 38 percent of people say they
are likely to share it. If shared by a public figure they don't trust, 24 percent of people still say they are
likely to re-share the content anyway.

The sharer tends to have a greater significance on attitudes than the news organization that reported
the article in the first place. The reporting source still matters, according to the experiment, just not as
much as who shared the article.

For instance, when the story is passed on by a trusted figure and the article is attributed to The AP, 52
percent of people think the article got the facts right. When the article is still attributed to The AP but
the person passing it on is less trusted, only 32 percent say the facts were right.

Indeed, more people think the story is accurate if the sharer is trusted but the article is attributed to a
fictional news source (49 percent), than do if it is attributed to The AP but they are skeptical of the
sharer (32 percent).

Trust in the person who posts a story on social media also impacts engagement with the news source.
When people see a post from a trusted figure, they are more likely to say they would share the article
and follow the person who shared the article. They are also more likely when they see a post from a
trusted person to report they would engage with the news source of the article, saying they would
recommend the source to friends, follow the source on social media, and sign up for news alerts from
the source.

Those who see an article on social media from a person they trust are more likely to engage with itin a
variety of ways, not just with the person who shared the article, but also with the news source.
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Question: Now that you have read the article shared in this social media post, do you think you would do any of the
following, or do you think you would not do these things?
Source: Media Insight Project poll conducted Nov. 9- Dec. 6, 2016, with 1,489 adults nationwide.

About half of the people in our experiment could recall who had shared the post, but only about 2 in 10
could remember the source of the article. The fact that people are fundamentally more aware of who
shared the article than who wrote it may be a significant foundation for this effect.
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ALTHOUGH PEOPLE SAY THEY PLACE MORE IMPORTANCE ON THE
ORIGINAL REPORTING SOURCE, THE EXPERIMENT SHOWS THEY ARE
MORE INFLUENCED BY THE SHARER.

About half of Americans (51 percent) say they get news from social media, according to our 2016 Media
Insight study.! Among those who get news on social media, Facebook is by far the most used platform,
and other popular platforms for news include YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram.

Despite the popularity of Facebook, few say they trust the news they get there. Just 12 percent say
they trust what they see on Facebook a great deal or a lot, while 48 percent say they trust it somewhat
and 20 percent trust it very little or not at all. The public has similar skepticism in news on other social
media platforms.

Most people who use social media to get news do not have a lot of trust in the content.
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H Trust news a great deal/a lot ® Trust news somewhat = Trust news a little/not at all

Question: In general, how much do you trust the news and information you see on [SELECTED SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORM]?
Source: A New Understanding: What Makes People Trust and Rely on News. 2016.

When evaluating news on Facebook, 66 percent said in the survey that whether they trust the original
reporting source highly affects whether they trust a piece of news or reporting. Nearly half (48 percent)
say whether they trust the person who posted the article influences whether they trust that piece of
information. Sixteen percent say whether or not a lot of people have liked it or shared it affects them a
lot. The trends are similar for Twitter and YouTube.

But our new experiment tells a different story. These results show that, in fact, a highly trusted or
distrusted sharer has a greater effect on reader trust. The discrepancy suggests that people are often
not aware of how much they are influenced by the identity of the sharer.

Lhttp.//mediainsight.org/Pages/a-new-understanding-what-makes-people-trust-and-rely-on-news.aspx
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As detailed earlier, the experiment shows that when people see a post from a trusted person rather
than a distrusted person, they are more likely to say it was easy to find important information, the
information was well reported and trustworthy, and it got the facts right. Trust in the sharer also
makes it more likely that people will believe the article provided diverse points of view and was
entertaining.

The results from the experiment are consistent with the beliefs of several participants who took part in
focus groups that were conducted in 2016 during the first phase of the research into trust in news.
When discussing news on Facebook, one participant said that who shares the post is critical. “T look
who shared it. If [ have a friend that’s a creep I might not believe it. If a friend is in a certain field, then I
might believe what they post.”

Likewise, people acknowledge the importance of who shares the article when asked directly about it
during the survey experiments. Of those who saw news from a trusted person, 51 percent said they are
more likely to trust the information because of who shared it.

THE IDENTITY OF THE MEDIA OUTLET CAN IMPACT HOW PEOPLE
EVALUATE A STORY ON SOCIAL MEDIA IF THEY HAVE A NEGATIVE
OPINION OF THE SOURCE.

The identity of the media outlet reporting a story can impact how people view the article if people
have an explicit mistrust of that media outlet. The results of the experiment indicate that people’s
assessment of an article does not change much when they see the content branded as a known and
trusted media outlet such as The AP or when they see if from an unknown, made-up news
organization. However, when someone holds a particularly negative view of the reporting source, it
has a similar effect to seeing the article shared by a distrusted person.

There is little difference in overall attitudes toward an article branded to be from The AP (one of the
largest media organizations in the world) and the same article from DailyNewsReview.com (a made-up
and unknown site). However, the survey experiment included an earlier question asking about trust in
The AP, and people’s views about The AP are related to their beliefs about the article.

People who report trusting The AP and who saw the story branded to be from that source have similar
assessments of the article as do those who saw the article from the unknown news source. However,
people who report not trusting The AP have significantly more negative beliefs about the article when
it was presented as from The AP than do either those who saw the article from the unknown news
source or those who trust The AP.
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There is little difference between an unknown and a trusted reporting source on how people assess an
article on social media, but a lack of trust in a source has a significant effect.
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Question: How well does each of the following statements describe the article shared in this social media post?
Source: Media Insight Project poll conducted Nov. 9- Dec. 6, 2016, with 1,489 adults nationwide.

As you would expect, people who do not trust The AP are also much less likely to say they would
follow the source on social media or recommend the source to friends.

A lack of trust in a source reduces the likelihood of engaging with the source on social media.
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Question: Now that you have read the article shared in this social media post, do you think you would do any of the
following, or do you think you would not do these things?
Source: Media Insight Project poll conducted Nov. 9- Dec. 6, 2016, with 1,489 adults nationwide.
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During the earlier focus groups, some participants talked about how the news source affected their
perception of stories on social media. “When it comes to putting something on my Facebook page, I
will only post things that come from a source I trust,” said one participant.

But these experimental results indicate something slightly different: that people will have reservations
about an article when they decidedly know and distrust the source, but not when they just don't know
about the source.

THE BOTTOM LINE: A TRUSTED SHARER HAS MORE SIGNIFICANT
EFFECTS ON BELIEFS ABOUT NEWS THAN A REPUTABLE MEDIA
SOURCE.

While both the person posting a story and the media outlet can impact how people perceive news on
social media, the experiments show that the person posting the article has the greatest effect on
opinions toward the article.

In the experiment, there are four possible sharer and news source combinations: 1) trusted sharer and
reputable source, 2) trusted sharer and unknown source, 3) untrusted sharer and reputable source, and
4) untrusted sharer and unknown source.

As you would expect, a trusted person sharing an article from a reputable news source leads to the
most positive beliefs about an article. And an untrusted person sharing something from an unknown
news source leads to generally low credibility.

But in the more complicated combinations, you can see whether the person posting the article or the
original reporting source most affects attitudes toward an article.

The results illustrate that people who saw the article from a trusted sharer and unknown media source
have much more positive opinions of the article than those who saw the story from a distrusted sharer
and reputable news source.

A trusted sharer has a more positive impact on beliefs about news than a reputable news source.
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When looking at how respondents might engage with the news outlet, the sharer has even more
positive effects than the news outlet itself. Those who trusted the sharer but saw the unknown outlet
were more likely than those who did not trust the sharer and saw the reputable outlet to share the
article, follow the sharer, sign up for news alerts from the source, and recommend the source to
friends.

A trusted sharer has a greater impact on engagement with news than a reputable source.
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Question: Now that you have read the article shared in this social media post, do you think you would do any of the
following, or do you think you would not do these things?
Source: Media Insight Project poll conducted Nov. 9- Dec. 6, 2016, with 1,489 adults nationwide.

IMPLICATIONS

These findings shed new light on how journalists and news organizations should think about
credibility, and how news is perceived on social networks. Among the interesting implications and
inferences we offer are these:

= To publishers and journalists: Your readers and followers are not just consumers to monetize,
instead they may be social ambassadors whose own credibility with their friends affects your
brand’s reputation. It is the sharer’s credibility, more than your own, which determines other
people’s willingness to believe you and engage with you. This underscores the importance of news
organizations creating strong communities of followers who evangelize the organization to others.

= Tonews-literacy advocates: In light of growing concerns about “fake news” spreading on social
media, this experiment confirms that people make little distinction between known and unknown
(even made-up) sources when it comes to trusting and sharing news. Even 19 percent of people
who saw our fictional news source would have been willing to recommend it to a friend.

= To Facebook and other social networks: Facebook and other social networks could do more to
emphasize and provide information about the original sources for news articles. The fact that only
2 in 10 people in our experiment could recall the news reporting source accurately after seeing a
Facebook-style post suggests that basic brand awareness has a long way to go. We found that
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sharers affect perceptions more than the original news reporting source—but might that change if
Facebook made the reporting source label more prominent?

ABOUT THE STUDY

Experiment Methodology

This survey experiment was conducted by the Media Insight Project, an initiative of the American
Press Institute (API) and The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research. The survey
was conducted from November 9 through December 6, 2016. The survey was funded by API. Staff from
API, NORC at the University of Chicago, and AP collaborated on all aspects of the study.

Data were collected using the AmeriSpeak Panel, which is NORC’s probability-based panel designed to
be representative of the U.S. household population. During the initial recruitment phase of the panel,
randomly selected U.S. households were sampled with a known, nonzero probability of selection from
the NORC National Sample Frame and then contacted by U.S. mail, email, telephone, and field
interviewers (face-to-face). The panel provides sample coverage of approximately 97 percent of the U.S.
household population. Those excluded from the sample include people with P.O. Box only addresses,
some addresses not listed in the USPS Delivery Sequence File, and some newly constructed dwellings.

Interviews for this survey were conducted, with adults age 18 and over representing the 50 states and
the District of Columbia. Panel members were randomly drawn from the AmeriSpeak Panel, and 1,489
completed the survey, all via the web. The final stage completion rate is 34.8 percent, the weighted
household panel response rate is 32.4 percent, and the weighted household panel retention rate is 95.5
percent, for a cumulative response rate of 10.8 percent.

The overall margin of sampling error is +/- 3.5 percentage points at the 95 percent confidence level,
including the design effect. The margin of sampling error may be higher for subgroups.

Respondents were offered a small monetary incentive for completing the survey ($2 or $4 depending
on their initial panel recruitment). All interviews were conducted in English by professional
interviewers who were carefully trained on the specific survey for this study.

Once the sample was selected and fielded, and all the study data had been collected and made final, a
poststratification process was used to adjust for any survey nonresponse as well as any noncoverage
or under-and over- sampling resulting from the study-specific sample design. Poststratification
variables included age, gender, Census region, race/ethnicity, and education. Weighting variables were
obtained from the 2016 Current Population Survey. The weighted data, which reflect the U.S.
population of adults age 18 and over, were used for all analyses.

All analyses were conducted using STATA (version 14), which allows for adjustment of standard errors
for complex sample designs. All differences reported between subgroups of the U.S. population are at
the 95 percent level of statistical significance, meaning that there is only a 5 percent (or less)
probability that the observed differences could be attributed to chance variation in sampling.
Additionally, bivariate differences between subgroups are only reported when they also remain
robust in a multivariate model controlling for other demographic, political, and socioeconomic
covariates. A comprehensive listing of all study questions, complete with tabulations of top -level
results for each question, is available on the Media Insight Project’s website: v rmediainsight.org.
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CONTRIBUTING RESEARCHERS

From the American Press Institute From NORC at the University of Chicago
Tom Rosenstiel Jennifer Benz
Jeff Sonderman David Sterrett
Kevin Loker Dan Malato
Trevor Tompson
Liz Kantor

From The Associated Press

Emily Swanson

ABOUT THE MEDIA INSIGHT PROJECT

The Media Insight Project is a collaboration of the American Press Institute and the AP-NORC Center
for Public Affairs Research with the objective of conducting high-quality, innovative research meant to
inform the news industry and the public about various important issues facing journalism and the
news business. The Media Insight Project brings together the expertise of both organizations and their
respective partners, and involves collaborations among key staff at API, NORC at the University of
Chicago, and The Associated Press.

ABOUT THE AMERICAN PRESS INSTITUTE

The American Press Institute (API) conducts research and training, convenes thought leaders, and
creates tools to help chart a path ahead for journalism in the 21st century. APl is an educational
nonadvocacy 501(c)3 nonprofit organization affiliated with the Newspaper Association of America. It
aims to help the news media—especially local publishers and newspaper media—advance in the digital
age.

ABOUT THE ASSOCIATED PRESS-NORC CENTER FOR PUBLIC AFFAIRS
RESEARCH

The AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research taps into the power of social science research and the
highest-quality journalism to bring key information to people across the nation and throughout the
world.

The Associated Press (AP) is the world’s essential news organization, bringing fast, unbiased news to
all media platforms and formats.

NORC at the University of Chicago is one of the oldest and most respected, independent research
institutions in the world.

The two organizations have established the AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research to conduct,
analyze, and distribute social science research in the public interest on newsworthy topics, and to use
the power of journalism to tell the stories that research reveals.
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The founding principles of the AP-NORC Center include a mandate to preserve carefully and protect
the scientific integrity and objectivity of NORC and the journalistic independence of AP. All work
conducted by the Center conforms to the highest levels of scientific integrity to prevent any real or
perceived bias in the research. All of the work of the Center is subject to review by its advisory
committee to help ensure it meets these standards. The Center will publicize the results of all studies
and make all datasets and study documentation available to scholars and the public.
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