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Abstract 

 

Although news trust in Sweden is considered among the highest in Europe (Strömbäck, 2021, 

p. 6), there are perceptions it is today being challenged. This research aims to understand trust 

patterns and what motivates six individuals' levels of trust in the news. The study is based on 

qualitative interviews with individuals defined as news sceptics. The research questions deal 

with two areas. First, they are about which elements and dimensions informants consider 

concerning their motives for low trust in news. Second, they are about the importance of 

social context and shared reality.  

 

A central finding is that all of the participants have experienced a feeling of being accused or 

devalued by the news. This feeling of being threatened as outsiders is suggested as a key to 

news scepticism. The shared reality theory, as explained by Higgins (2019) and Echterhoff 

(2012), has been of great value in understanding what motivates participants' trust. The 

results also show that the COVID-19 pandemic has decisively affected the participants' trust 

in the news. 

 

Keywords: media scepticism, mistrust, qualitative audience study, shared reality theory, 

traditional news, trust,  
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We are not, of course, all required to think the same way about big questions, or 

believe the same things, or hold the same values; in fact, it is expected that we 

won’t. But somehow or other, we need to have acquired some very basic, shared 

understanding about what causes what, what’s broadly desirable, what’s 

dangerous, and how to characterize what’s already happened. (Rosenfeld, 2019) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Trust in media among Swedish audiences is among the highest in Europe (Strömbäck, 2021, 

p. 6). Nevertheless, there have been suggestions that media trust has been declining globally 

for at least a decade (ibid. p. 1). Furthermore, disinformation has increased globally during 

the COVID-19-pandemic, which was officially declared by the World Health Organization 

(WHO) on March 11th, 2020. The WHO refers to the phenomenon as an “infodemic”, or the 

dissemination of too much information, including false or misleading information (World 

Health Organization, 2022). 

 

During the pandemic, I noticed a significant change concerning trust in news in my networks 

on social media. There have always been some news-sceptical voices; however, during the 

pandemic they became more numerous and louder. This raised concerns and questions, and I 

wondered how to understand these people, which prompted a desire to study this 

phenomenon. 

 

1.1.  Journalism and democracy 

Journalism arose simultaneously with the first modern democratic societies (McNair, 2009, p. 

237). The narrative about journalism's contribution to democracy is based upon the duty to 

select (Kohring & Matthes, 2007, p. 328) and produce unbiased fact-based news that citizens 

need to remain informed and participate in a democratic society (Ryfe, 2019, pp. 294–295). 

Journalism's democratic commitments are also central to the self-conception of journalists 

(ibid. p. 293).  

 

Given the enormous amount of information circulating today, journalism has the essential 

role of filtering and identifying important information that the public needs to be aware of. 

This reduces the effort required for citizens to stay informed (van Dalen, 2019, p. 364). 

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional media has played a crucial role in both 

communicating the new reality and constructing it (Kopecka-Piech & Łódzki, 2022, p. 2).  

 

Furthermore, a certain level of distrust indicates a healthy democratic society (Engelke, Hase 

& Wintterlin, 2019, p. 66). However, to communicate about societal matters like the 

pandemic and fulfil its democratic obligations, such as being a watchdog vis à vis political 

institutions, trust is necessary for the legitimacy of journalism (van Dalen, 2019, pp. 356, 
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363). Furthermore, to inform people, media must be both widely used and widely trusted 

(Strömbäck, 2021, p. 1). Also, as suggested by Couldrys (2005), media has the role of 

“‘stand[ing] in’, or appear[ing] to ‘stand in’, for something wider, something linked to the 

fundamental organisational level on which we are, or imagine ourselves to be, connected, as 

members of society” (ibid. p. 4).  

  

1.2.  The aim, research questions and contribution 

In this thesis, I will focus on qualitatively studying six individuals I perceived as sceptical of 

mainstream news because of what they shared on social media during the COVID-19 

pandemic between spring 2020 and spring 2022. One goal is to understand their trust patterns 

and determine what motivates their trust in news published by traditional media. The four 

research questions (RQ) are: 

 

RQ 1: What dimensions are informants considering concerning their primary motives for low 

trust in news? This will be analysed using Kohring and Matthes’ (2007) four dimensions for 

trust in journalism: “trust in theme selectivity”, “trust in fact selectivity”, “trust in the 

correctness”, and “trust in the weighing and evaluations of information”. 

 

RQ 2:  What elements are informants considering concerning their main motives for low trust 

in news? This will be analysed according to the three possible elements influencing the 

evaluation of trustworthiness intention, integrity and competence (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 10).  

 

RQ 3: What role do social context and other people play concerning trust in news according 

to the informants? This will be analysed using the shared reality theory (e.g., Higgins, 2019), 

which is based on the idea that people mainly create their perceptions with others. 

 

RQ 4: What values are common to all people in society according to the informants? The 

point of this RQ is informed by media's role in standing for something broader that connects 

citizens as members of society (Couldry, 2005). It aims to determine whether there are any 

values, according to the interviewees, that are essential for news journalism to observe as 

narrators of a reality shared by all citizens. This will be analysed using the shared reality 

theory (e.g., Higgins, 2019).  
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The method used is qualitative interviews which took place in the spring of 2022. The motive 

for the research is to acquire more knowledge of what might increase confidence in news 

journalism. I hope this study will contribute to knowledge of trust patterns in news-sceptical 

individuals who, to my knowledge, have no other prominent channel for making their voice 

heard. The timing of this essay also adds qualitative insight into how the COVID-19 

pandemic affected these individuals' trust in the news. Furthermore, the use of shared reality 

theory in this thesis to understand the role of other people and groups concerning trust in 

news is a previously unexplored area. As such, this thesis proposes a new theoretical model: 

the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the news. This model will be 

tested by applying it to the material acquired via the interviews. 

 

1.3.  Definitions 

Traditional news 

In this thesis, the term “news” refers to professional, traditional, quality and mainstream news 

journalism such as newspapers, television and radio. It can be used in its traditional forms, 

digitally or through different gates of social media. If alternative news is referred to, it will be 

noted. 

 

News trust 

Arjen van Dalen defines “news trust” with keywords such as “expectation”, “societal 

function”, “fourth estate”, and “a relational concept”: 

 

Trust in the press not only refers to the expectation that the media will provide reliable 

information but also to the expectation that they fulfil a broader societal function in a 

satisfactory way, such as holding other institutions accountable as a fourth estate and 

facilitating a well-functioning public sphere. Trust is a relational concept, as the degree of 

trust in the press is just as much determined by the news media (the trustee) and by the public 

(the trustor). (van Dalen, 2019, p. 357) 

 

Objects of trust  

Studies on trust should highlight the specific object of trust (Engelke, Hase & Wintterlin 

2019, p. 76), and objects of trust can focus on distinguishing different levels. Blöbaum (ibid.), 

and Engelke, Hase and Wintterlin (2019, p. 76) suggest a differentiation between the system 
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(journalism), the institution (news media), the person (journalist) and the journalistic pieces 

(e.g., article) (ibid.). 

 

Figure 1: Object of trust 

 

(Blöbaum, 2016, p. 8) 

In this study, the object of trust under investigation is primarily news journalism, which 

generally refers to the “performance of the system: journalistic article”, and secondarily 

“organisation of the system: medium/editorial department”. Nevertheless, since this is a 

qualitative study and the interviews are conducted openly, the object of the different 

participants' address is also considered.  

Mistrust and media scepticism 

The opposite of trust can be conceptualized as mistrust, distrust or media scepticism 

(Strömbäck, 2021, p. 141; Engelke, Hase & Wintterlin 2019, p. 68). Media scepticism is a 

generalised negative attitude and feeling of alienation towards mainstream media, including 

the perception that journalists are not fair, that they do not tell the whole story and that they 

might sacrifice accuracy for personal or commercial gains (ibid. p. 70). 

 

1.4.  Delimitations 

The qualitative nature of this study and its limited sample provide little space for 

generalizations. The focus is on Swedish media and a specific sample of individuals with 

lower trust in the news than Swedish news audiences overall. The study was conducted 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the interviewees spontaneously focused on news of 

pandemic-related issues. Also, the concept of trust in the news had been widely discussed 

before the pandemic in the context of “fake news” and “alternative facts”, and this may have 

affected how individuals think of the concept (ibid. p. 77). Furthermore, this thesis does not 

aim to quantify or compare different groups and countries and does not measure trust 

longitudinally. It also does not aim to take a normative stance.  
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1.5.  Structure 

First, the field of previous qualitative audience studies concerning trust will briefly be 

outlined. The concept of trust and the shared reality will then be explained from a theoretical 

perspective. Based on the theory presented, I propose a model that I have developed: the 

model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the news. This model is a way to 

illustrate the relation between trust theories and the shared reality theory used in this thesis. 

Subsequently, the methodology, research sample and ethical concerns are introduced. In the 

Analysis and results-chapter the main findings are presented. The main findings will also be 

discussed and placed within the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with 

the news as a way to test the model I have proposed. The main findings will be summarised 

in the concluding discussion, and the research questions will be answered. 
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2. EARLIER RESEARCH 

Since this is an audience study on trust, audience studies will be described in the following 

subchapter. Previous qualitative audience research concerning trust will then be presented. 

 

2.1.  Audience research 

Audiences are often taken for granted “as, implicitly, an invisible and indivisible mass” 

(Livingstone, 2015, p. 439). The audience tends to be “implied” instead of actively studied: 

“Implied audiences lurk behind a host of homogenizing nouns (market, public, users, citizens, 

and people) and nominalized verbs (diffusion, adoption, culture, practice, mediation, identity, 

and change) that mask their agency, diversity, life contexts, and interests at stake” (ibid. p. 

440). Audience research puts human experience at the centre of the investigation. It allows 

researchers to “examine what people get out of the media, what people like (and don’t like) 

and why” (Stokes, 2021, p. 226). Significantly, audience research can “represent the voice of 

the audience” by “evaluating media performance from an audience perspective”, “charting 

audience motives for choice and use”, and “uncovering audience interpretations of meaning” 

(McQuail & Deuze, 2020, pp. 442–443).  

The communication between users and creators “generates the meanings that are at the heart 

of all culture” (Stokes, 2021, p. 226). The British Cultural Studies paradigm contributed to 

the view that audiences are “powerful interpreters of meaning” (ibid., p. 225), and the 

approach to audience studies closest to that of this thesis is the culturalist (reception) tradition 

(McQuail & Deuze, 2020, p. 446), which is characterized as follows:  

• The media is read through the perceptions of an audience that constructs meaning. 

• An understanding that audiences can comprise communities where people make sense 

of media together. 

• The qualitative method accounts for reception and context together (ibid.).  

Also, “much of the audience experience is personal, small-scale and integrated into social life 

and familiar ways” (ibid., p. 439). Some qualitative studies that take the personal and 

relational into account are presented below. 
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Qualitative audience studies related to news trust 

In an audience study based on 35 semi-structured interviews of uses and users of anti-system 

alternative media, Schwarzenegger (2021) contributes to a deeper understanding of users of 

left-leaning, right-leaning, Russian-tied and/or conspiracy spectrum alternative media. He 

emphasises that “the audience and users of alternative media remain widely unknown” (ibid. 

p., 101) and notes “audiences still remain the neglected foster child of research into 

alternative media” (ibid., p. 102). His study found that the participants were not as “black or 

white” in their views as their media consumption might indicate. Instead, they are described 

as “grey”, and the results highlight that “the users of alternative media cannot simply be 

classified based on the orientation or content of the platforms they tend to use. Instead, their 

motives, practices, and identification with the alternative media are varied and ambivalent” 

(ibid., p. 100).  Schwarzenegger reminds us that anti-systemness can be, but is not 

necessarily, populist (ibid., p. 101). The informants had different motives for using 

alternative media, and they could not be classified based on the content they were taking part 

in; in terms of the relational aspect, media use did not necessarily convert to a community. 

However, “there are also cases in which the cosy experience of belonging and sharing 

commonalities is crucial, and can become even more important than the alternative news per 

se” (ibid.. p. 106). Furthermore, the author also found that scepticism of mainstream media 

rarely turned into hostility or reproaches of wilful manipulation. It was common that the 

informants also handled the alternative press with distanced scepticism  (ibid., p. 104).  

Another audience study conducted by Noppari, Hiltunen and Ahva (2019) based on 24 semi-

structured interviews explored how and why Finnish users consume and engage with populist 

counter media, which was defined as alternative media with reactive and confrontational 

stances towards the dominant public sphere. This study demonstrated that the feeling of being 

marginalized or alienated by traditional media was a key to media distrust among 

interviewees who felt their views and opinions were not represented by traditional media 

(ibid., p. 33). The authors argued democratic corporatist media systems have an underlying 

tendency of political and societal consensus that traditional media have supported. In 

Sweden, there is discussion of a perceived corridor of opinion and a lack of certain kind of 

news (ibid.). Another conclusion is that scepticism and mistrust of traditional media 

journalism are typical motives for engaging with populist counter media (ibid.). However, 

like Schwarzenegger, they found that motives among the users of populist counter-media are 

varied, and the study distinguishes between three different user profiles. There are the system 
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sceptics, who see journalism as a tool for political and economic elites to maintain their 

power, the agenda critics, who think “media elites” have their ideological agenda projected 

onto journalism and the casually discontent, who think that individual journalists are causing 

biases in journalism and critique the tabloidization and commercialisation of journalism 

(ibid., p. 29). The authors suggest that how trust and mistrust in media are constructed among 

different audience groups needs further focus from media scholars to understand better how 

people navigate a complex media ecosystem (ibid., p. 34). 

Swart and Broersma (2022) conducted 55 semi-structured interviews with young people in 

the Netherlands and developed a taxonomy of people tactics to approximate the reliability of 

news. They argue that an understanding of how individuals manage news trust in today's 

complex media landscape should not be based upon ideals of informed citizenship but on 

people's experiences and practices (ibid., p. 396). They also note that little is known about 

how individuals experience the complexity of trusting news or their practices of judging what 

feels credible (Noppari, Hiltunen & Ahva, 2019, p. 398). The authors, therefore, take a user-

centric approach with in-depth interviews and an exercise with cards where other news can be 

graded. They aim to understand both the users' conscious and unconscious views and how 

these influence their opinions about how credible news is (Swart & Broersma, 2022, p. 398). 

Swart and Broersma emphasize that trust in news is intuitive and depends on feelings of 

inclusion and perceptions of inclusion and argue that scholars must take individuals' tacit 

knowledge into account to understand how trust in news is constructed in individuals (ibid., 

p. 400). 

Notably, Noppari, Hiltunen and Ahva (2019) emphasize that the feeling of being 

marginalized or alienated by traditional media is a key to media distrust, and Swart and 

Broersma (2022) assert that news trust depends on feelings of inclusion and perceptions of 

inclusion. This finding will also be investigated in this thesis. Furthermore, like 

Schwarzenegger, I emphasise that the audience has different motives to justify their choice of 

news sources, and nuances and the diversity of motives concerning trust are essential 

considerations. 
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3. Theoretical framework 

The following chapter will present the theories that are used in this thesis. First, some 

historical background and trends on trust are reviewed. Subsequently, some strategies of 

systematizing motives and elements for trust are offered. Relevant theories to encompass the 

relational and shared aspects of trust are then explained. Finally, the model of shared realities, 

trust and a shared relevance with the news is presented.  

 

3.1.  Trust  

Trust is a process (Blöbaum, 2016) that mainly attracts attention when threatened (ibid., p. 3). 

The erosion of trust is a frequent theme throughout history As the antique writer Sophocles 

observed, “trust dies, but mistrust blossoms” (ibid.) This is not unusual considering that trust 

has a major significance for social life (ibid.). Social entities, like societies, require trust to 

function (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 4), and trust is also seen as a prerequisite to liberal democracy. 

The English philosopher John Locke (1632-1704)  proclaimed that men “live upon trust, 

which enhances their capacity to cooperate” (Misztal, 1996, p. 252). Previously, trust was 

primarily based on small-scale social relationships such as family and friends (Blöbaum, 

2016, p. 4). During the nineteenth century, the notion of trust as a function of personal 

interactions became more abstract (ibid.), and Blöbaum has described the “process of trust” 

in the new digital conditions (Blöbaum, 2016). 

 

In “Trust of Modern Societies: The Search for the Bases of Social Order” (1996), sociology 

Professor Barbara A. Misztal declares that the social consensus of the 1950s and 1960s has 

long been undermined (ibid., p. 209). Misztal conceptualizes trust “as a social mechanism 

explained by people's beliefs and motivations” (Misztal, 1996, pp. 18–19). She argues that in 

complex societies with individualistic, pluralistic and heterogeneous social networks, trust 

should not be taken for granted but must be actively produced. Since responsible conduct and 

trust hold people together, more attention must be placed on the relationships between people 

(ibid., p. 275).  

 

Trends concerning trust 

According to van Dalen (2019), three global societal trends raise questions for the study of 

trust and credibility of news and make it essential to investigate the potential increase of 

scepticism towards mainstream news (2019, p. 367). First, the rise of authoritarian populism 
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has led to growing anti-elitism toward the mainstream media. Second, the fragmentation and 

polarization of media audiences limit the reach of mainstream media. Third, fading 

boundaries around the journalistic profession challenge the position of professional 

journalism as the primary provider of information on the most important events (ibid.).  

 

A decline in trust in news? 

Concerns about a decline in trust in the press are present in different parts of the world, and it 

is has been asserted that fewer citizens trusting mainstream media creates a climate without 

agreement on what trustworthy information is (ibid., p. 356). In such a situation, conspiracy 

theories and misinformation might be perceived to be as credible as journalism (ibid.). 

Fletcher and Nielsen (2017, p. 13) argue that trust in news media has been decreasing 

globally for many years, and in many countries less than half of the population agree they 

trust most news most of the time. This decline is most clearly observed in the United States 

(van Dalen, 2019, p. 356). However, the United States is not representative, and Strömbäck 

(2021, p. 5) argues that there is no general trend toward a decline in media trust: instead, trust 

tends to be stable. Europe, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and the Netherlands have relatively 

higher media trust than most other countries (ibid., p. 6). Furthermore, Strömbäck notes 

concerns about scholars using broad measures of general news media questions, because this 

provides an inaccurate picture (Strömbäck et al., 2020, p. 140). People express lower trust 

when asked about unspecified media than when the press is specified, which suggests that 

studies with broad unspecific measures overestimate the decline in media trust and 

underestimate how much trust people have in media (ibid., p. 140).  

 

Generally, low media trust does not seem to be related to age, gender or levels of education 

but is equally observed in all groups (Strömbäck, 2021, p. 6). However, there is evidence of a 

relationship between trust in politics, such as trust in the parliament, and trust in the news 

(ibid.).  

 

Elements that influence trust in news 

The complexity of modern societies requires trust as a form of “complexity reduction” 

(Blöbaum, 2016, p. 4). However, news journalism reporting on events occurring in other 

parts of society complicates the study of trust. When an article refers to political action, it is 

not only journalism that can influence trust but also political actors, politics as a whole and 

the institutions involved (ibid. p. 9).  
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When analysing trust in the news, the term selectivity is crucial, because news media cannot 

provide comprehensive information on all issues but must selectively inform citizens 

(Kohring & Matthes, 2007, p. 239). The following subsection presents some key features, 

elements and dimensions concerning trust that will later be used in the analysis.  

 

Four dimensions of trust in journalism 

Scholars including Blöbaum (2016, p. 7) and Engelke, Hase and Wintterlin (2019, p. 68) 

refer to recipients’ trust in journalism as consisting of four dimensions, as Kohring & Matthes 

(2007) have suggested:  

• Trust in theme selectivity refers to the selection of news relevant to recipients.  

• Trust in fact selectivity concerns the notion that relevant information on selected 

themes, including background information, is provided.  

• Trust in the accuracy of descriptions relates to the notion that facts are correct and 

reporting is credible.  

• Trust in explicit evaluations refers to the classification and weighing of information 

communicated through journalism.  

Three elements that influence the perception and evaluation of the trustor 

Whether journalism is perceived as trustworthy depends on the perception and evaluation of 

the trustor (Blöbaum 2016, p. 13). Some elements that influence trust and are relevant to this 

study are intention, integrity and competence. 

 

Intention. This neutral concept can both refer to good and evil motives. It is focused on 

whether the trustee is believed to have good intentions and honest objectives to do good (ibid. 

p. 11). For example, studies show that those who pursue commercial interests are less 

trustworthy than those associated with civil society (ibid., p. 11). Also, independent 

organizations appear more trustworthy than those serving individual interests (ibid.). 

Furthermore, informal messages have higher levels of trustworthiness than those delivered in 

a persuasive manner (ibid., p. 12). 

Integrity. Among other factors, this concept is characterized by previous assignments that 

have performed well, positive reviews from others and the feeling that the trustee has a strong 

sense of justice (ibid., p. 11).  
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Competence. This concept concerns the groups of skills, competencies and characteristics 

that enable the relevant parties to fulfil their tasks (ibid.). It always refers to the specific 

situation, and “quality is a crucial feature of competence” concerning content and 

performances (ibid.). 

Representations of reality 

Finally, research demonstrates (e.g. van Dalen, 2019, p. 366) that distrust could also reflect 

concerns about representations of reality and the "feeling of being treated by the media as 

outsiders". Since this is relevant to the aim of this thesis, it will also be considered. 

 

3.2.  The relational nature of trust and the shared reality theory 

Essential to consider is the relational nature of trust, as credibility assessments are often not a 

rational process (ibid., p. 367). Trust is a risk, since the audience cannot control whether the 

journalists will do what the audience expects from them (ibid., p. 357). Also, news has 

evolved from a genre of information into a social experience (Costera Meijer, 2019, p. 389). 

Moreover, citizens are not rational but social and often make choices based on "their 

understanding about how 'people like me' think" (Ryfe, 2019, p. 294), which is an essential 

element to consider when studying trust. Trustworthy media also provide the basis for a 

collective sense of community and citizenship (van Dalen, 2019, p. 364). Furthermore, 

research shows that, in the United States, distrust is related to polarization in the replacement 

of a shared reality (ibid.). The basics of shared reality theory are presented below.  

The shared reality theory 

In this thesis, the shared reality is understood according to the definitions of Higgins (2019) 

and Echterhoff (2012): “Humans are profoundly motivated to create shared realities with 

others, and in so doing they fulfill their needs to have valid beliefs about the world and to 

connect with others” (Echterhoff & Higgins, 2018). What makes people human depends on 

their motivation to create shared realities with others (Higgins, 2019, p. 79). Shared reality 

theory encompasses sharing feelings, beliefs, concerns, practices and shared realities as 

essential to societies and cultures with complex practices and technologies humans have 

developed and continuously created (ibid., pp. 2, 49, 85). The shared realities that people 

communicate with their group members become what is seen as the truth about what to feel 

and what to believe and is thus essential for individuals' lives and choices (Echterhoff, 

Higgins & Levine, 2009, p. 497). 
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The inner states of significant others are considered when forming political, moral or 

religious beliefs (ibid., p. 496). The shared social environment of individuals can significantly 

affect and alter their understanding of reality (Wan, Torelli & Chiu, 2010, p. 422). This thesis 

suggests that understanding the shared reality theory may improve journalists' perception of 

different groups' views and motivation for trust in the news. 

Shared reality and the media 

Central to this thesis is the fact that, in addition to human interactions with significant others, 

which are relevant from childhood, humans today also share their realities with the media. 

Consequently, news and social media are essential sources of social input concerning what 

matters to people (Higgins, 2019, p. 111). As Higgins observes, “through the media, we not 

only hear opinions about what matters from experts, including self-proclaimed experts, but 

the very fact that something is discussed and commented on the media creates a shared reality 

that it must matter, it must be relevant” (ibid., p. 111).  

 

This thesis emphasizes that idea that people can share realities with traditional news, and 

citizens can be part of the same shared reality as the news. More specifically, the process of 

what happens when people turn their back on the traditional news is explored. 

 

The motivation and subjective experience 

According to shared reality theory, the motivation to create a shared reality with others is 

unique to homo sapiens (ibid., pp. 4, 5, 29). For example, infants want to share with others 

what they find interesting. Higgins speculates that this arises from the fact that human 

children depend on mature others for an extended period of time (ibid., p. 101). The 

subjective experience is crucial for sharedness, and it is also critical for understanding the 

concept of reality since, from a psychological perspective, it refers to perceptions of 

accuracy. In this sense, it is not a question of whether facts can be scientifically and 

objectively verified (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009, pp. 497–498). People often prefer 

this stronger subjective sense of what is right to objectively verifiable facts, which is part of 

the power of political ideologies and religion (ibid., p. 498).  

 

Fragmentation and a changing world 

Shared reality theory reflects both the best of us, such as cultural achievement and the 

building of civilisations, and the worst, such as wars and killing those who are perceived as 
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enemies (Higgins, 2019, p. 4). The motivation to create shared realities is also radically 

dividing people (Higgins, 2019, p. 277), and it seems that in politics worldwide, not least in 

the U.S., people speak primarily to their own group (ibid., p. 26). Group members from 

different shared realities often must adapt messages to be polite and behave appropriately on 

a day-to-day basis. If change is to occur, a shared reality needs to be created between people 

from different in-groups (ibid.).  

 

Trust and strangers 

When Higgins (ibid., p. 277) describes different political groups, what the individual learns 

within their group is perceived as “the truth” and not “alternative facts” or “alternative news”. 

It is other groups that "sadly, maddeningly" believe in incorrect things (ibid.). Societies 

require trust to function (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 4), and when it comes to trust in people one does 

not know, Higgins (2019, p. 90) refers to Harari (2015) who states that it is “very difficult to 

trust strangers” (Harari, 2015, p. 36). He claims that in the making of civilizations people 

have always used storytelling to address this problem to conduct trade and other types of 

cooperative actions. It is important that people agree on basic presumptions: “When two 

strangers in a tribal society want to trade, they establish trust by appealing to common god, 

mythical ancestor or totem animal. In modern society, currency notes usually display 

religious images, revered ancestors and corporate totems” (ibid.). Higgins believes the only 

way to connect different groups, and thus the solution to the problem of fragmentation, is to 

find means like storytelling to create a shared reality between different groups, which raises 

the concept of shared relevance (2019, p. 277).  

 

Of relevance to this thesis is that people generally do not know those behind the news. 

Regardless, having a shared reality is essential to building trust. This thesis aims to identify 

what is needed to bridge this gap and construct trust and a sense of belonging to the same 

shared reality and, therefore, agreement on the storytelling with mainstream news, at least in 

terms of basic aspects essential to all citizens. As such, shared relevance is presented below. 

 

Shared relevance and intersubjective consensus  

Despite differences between groups, there is often a shared relevance between them that is 

overlooked. A shared relevance can occur when two opposing individuals face something 

that threatens their everyday shared relevance (ibid., p. 281). The shared relevance relates to 

what Wan, Torelli and Chiu (2010) call intersubjective consensus. The authors connect 
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shared reality research to an intersubjectivity consensus approach to cultural values. People 

agree with the sharedness of specific values and refer to shared reality “as the totality of the 

knowledge that is assumed to be known and shared by others” (ibid., p. 423). Higgins 

explains that the shared relevance for example can arise when two opponents argue since at 

least they have a common belief that the issue they are discussing is important. This often 

becomes obvious, for example, when a third person suggests what they are talking about is 

irrelevant (Higgins 2019, p. 281).  

 

Wan, Torelli and Chiu's research (Wan, Torelli & Chiu, 2010) seeks to explain how shared 

reality plays a role in shaping cultural values and the self-perpetuation of the culture's 

normative shared reality. Their research shows that intersubjectively essential values are the 

heart of cultural identity, and these collective values are subjectively assumed and shared in a 

group. When an individual believes a value is shared in the group, it is also a subjective 

norm. Intersubjective consensus offers group members a set of shared assumptions for 

regulating their interactions with each other (ibid., p. 424).  

 

Shared reality conceptualised 

Echterhoff, Higgins and Levine’s (2009, pp. 498–501) conceptualisation of shared reality 

presumes four main conditions:  

1. The commonality between individuals refers to their inner states. People cannot 

simply replicate the observable behaviour of others to call it a shared reality. They 

need to obtain a sense of others' inner perceptions of the world (ibid.). In this thesis, 

this condition applies to the construction of individuals feeling this affiliation with the 

news. 

2. It needs to be "about something". In other words, there must be a target referent (like 

a new colleague, a politician or a religious belief) about which people create a shared 

reality (ibid.). This study can be applied to other individuals who share views about 

the news (a target referent). 

3. It cannot be divorced from the motives and the process through which it is attained. It 

has a motive of making meaning and understanding, and it has relational motives. 

Sometimes, the process of how an agreement is reached is more important than the 

outcome. An analogy for this is that democracy is both an outcome and a process 

(ibid.). To consider in this study is that trust is also both a process and an outcome. 
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4. Successful connections contribute to trust. Unless people experience a successful 

connection, there is no shared reality. Note that it is the subjective sense that is 

critical. The motivation to establish a subjective sense of reality by social sharing is 

powerful (ibid.). This is interesting to keep in mind in the analysis, since lack of 

connection can be a motive for lower trust and vice versa.  

 

3.3.  The model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the 

news 

Now I will propose my model, the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with 

the news, to illustrate how this thesis suggests the theories described above are connected. It 

is a way to fuse trust theory and shared reality theory into one prism and illustrate the 

relationship between A) trust, B) shared relevance and C) shared realities. This is the first 

step when it comes to the work with this model, the model is built based on the selected 

theories. Step two comes in chapter 6, where the model is tested concerning the results in 

chapter 5. In the following subsections, the model is presented suggesting how it might 

appear when citizens have trust in the news. 

 

Figure 2: The model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the news 

 
This model shows how trust in traditional news can be illustrated in a society where different 

groups of citizens are connected in a shared relevance as members of society. The news is 

perceived as relevant, and the citizens largely trust the traditional news. 

 

A Trust 
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Trust is the kernel, or the circle in the middle of the society, according to Kohring's four 

dimensions of trust that recipients have in journalism (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 8). These are trust 

in theme selectivity, trust in fact selectivity, trust in correctness and trust in detailed 

evaluations. The elements that influence trust that are named in the theoretical framework, 

intention, integrity and competence, also have their basis here (ibid., p. 10). Trust is placed in 

the centre of shared relevance (B), which is explained in the following subsection. 

 

B The shared relevance  

The circle of shared relevance is where society's shared values and stories are located, and 

this is where events that concern all people in society take place. The shared relevance is, for 

example, all things that threaten society (Higgins, 2019, p. 281). Also, the intersubjective 

consensus, meaning “the totality of knowledge that is assumed to be known and shared by all 

others” (Wan, Torelli & Chiu 2010, p. 423), is placed here. This shared area is a place to 

smear the social glue manifested in the shared stories that characterize human societies, as 

shown by Higgins (2019) and Harrari (2015). Traditional news is a narrator of essential 

events in this reality shared by all citizens, and it is this area that this thesis argues traditional 

news belongs to. However, this is a shared space and consists of different shared realities (C) 

and different groups, which will be described further below.  

 

C The shared realities 

Shared realities are communities of people (i.e., different media audiences). Notably, in this 

ideal model, these shared realities overlap with other shared realities. It is essential to 

consider that one person can be part of shared realities beyond their primary one. For 

example, nationality can be crucial. However, one can also be part of a religious congregation 

that influences a large part of their understanding of life, while also working as a doctor and 

being part of a more scientific context that provides another perspective on reality. A shared 

reality can also be part of a digital community where people create a shared understanding of 

the world. 

 

In this ideal theoretical model, each of these islands of people are connected to the kernel of 

trust (A). It is worth noting that all shared realities are also part of circle B, the shared 

relevance. The different shared realities are thus connected to all other groups by having at 

least some relevant aspects in common with other groups of society. The individuals in these 

shared realities may sometimes raise critiques towards the traditional news. However, they 
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most likely feel both included and represented in the news. All shared realities are part of a 

shared space that is created together in an ongoing process, they perceive traditional news as 

part of their understanding of reality.  

 

This model will be tested and challenged concerning the results of this study. I aim to 

determine whether there is a shared relevance between individuals and the news and 

ultimately understand individuals’ trust patterns. It is, therefore, relevant to clarify the 

relationship between trust, shared relevance (where traditional media narrate the news) and 

different groups of people, and this model will be used to illustrate the findings. Nevertheless, 

the method of the study will first be presented. 
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4. Method 

In this chapter, the method of this thesis will be presented. Motives for the chosen research 

strategy, the design and the sampling will be transparent. Also, ethical concerns, reflections 

and critical concerns will be addressed in the following subchapters. 

 

4.1.  Choice of research strategy 

As demonstrated in the theoretical framework, people create at least parts of their 

understanding of the world based on their experiences and interactions with other people. 

Therefore, this thesis adopts a constructivist approach that suggests reality is socially 

constructed, as argued by Berger and Luckmann (1967). The interviewee's perceptions about 

trust in the news cannot be isolated from how they perceive the world, and to understand 

what is perceived as real one needs to assess what is taken for granted in different social 

contexts. However, this does not mean that there are no objective facts. Besides facticity, 

society is “indeed built up by activity that expresses subjective meaning” (ibid., p. 51). This 

is also true for hermeneutic thinkers: people's standpoints always include a context of 

meaning, which is sometimes called the horizon (Zimmermann, 2015, p. 18). Consequently, 

“we arrive at truth because we already participate in something greater that conveys truth to 

us, such as the language and cultural tradition we inhabit” (ibid., p. 13). It is on this 

constructive and hermeneutic basis that the methodology of this research has been developed.  

 

4.2.  Qualitative interviews 

Most studies on trust and distrust have used different quantitative approaches and attempted 

to develop, apply and replicate scales measuring aspects of trust (Engelke, Hase & Wintterlin 

2019, p. 71). Quantitative approaches can compare respondents' levels of trust across 

different media types or countries (ibid., p. 75). However, quantitative approaches cannot 

capture the complexities of trust in journalism (ibid., p. 71). On the contrary, qualitative 

studies deepen the understanding of which antecedents determine trustworthiness (ibid., p. 

75). As this study aims to provide a deeper understanding of a limited group of individuals 

and their motives for their level of trust in news, the study was conducted in the qualitative 

research tradition. Also, this thesis focuses on segments with little previous empirical 

research and thus has an exploratory character (Stebbins, 2001). 
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The aim was to qualitatively determine what motivates six individuals' level of trust in 

traditional news and ultimately understand if it is possible to identify dimensions that could 

increase their confidence in news journalism. As such, semi-structured interviews with a 

basic interpretation of the method from Bryman et al. (2021, pp. 425–444) were conducted. 

Semi-structured interviews allow more specific issues to be addressed than unstructured 

interviews. Also, the approach of so-called “responsive interviewing”, which emphasises 

building a relationship based on trust between the interviewer and the interviewee (Flick, 

2018, p. 217), was used. As such, questions were asked in a friendly manner through a give-

and-take conversation (ibid.). The goal was to create a space for experience and 

understanding of each interviewee (ibid.) while maintaining some structure. If necessary, it 

was possible to change the order of the questions to follow the flow of the conversation. 

However, the prepared structure ensured that each interviewee had the chance to answer all 

the questions in the guide at some point (Clark et al., 2021, p. 433; Appendix 1).   

 

Since Strömbäck et al. (2020, p. 140) pointed out that individuals express lower trust when 

asked about unspecified media than when the press is specified, ten pages of Dagens Nyheter, 

DN1, were shown as an example. Due to time limitations, it is only one case and only a 

limited number of pages (ten pages). DN was selected since it is a well-known traditional 

newspaper. Participants did not have time to read the articles, the conversations focused on 

their overall sense of trust in the newspaper. The first interview was conducted on April 5, 

2022, and DN from this date was subsequently used in all interviews so that everyone would 

have the same material. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                

4.3.  Sampling 

This study aims to understand individuals' trust patterns and determine what motivates 

media-sceptical individuals' level of trust in traditional news. It was clear at an early stage 

that one significant challenge might be encouraging individuals with low trust in journalism 

to share their views openly in this context. Schwarznegger (2021) had similar challenges 

when recruiting 35 interviews with users of alternative media, and student assistants were 

asked if they knew someone who used the identified alternative media outlets to interview. 

The student assistants then functioned as mediators by asking those they knew to participate 

 
1 DN profiles itself by doing what they consider to be quality journalism. They say "DN's newsroom works 

impartially - we do not take a stand politically or on other issues. What we publish must be true, confirmed, not 

harsh and characterized by quality and credibility" (DN, 2016). 
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(ibid., p. 103). Also, Swart and Broersma (2022) used bachelor students to do the interviews, 

as they were said to relate to the participants' lives more easily, as they were close in age.  

 

As this is a small thesis, there were no assistants. Furthermore, because the time frame was 

limited, the only reasonable way to attain interviews with relevant individuals was to look 

within my own networks. Consequently, the sample is individuals from my networks on 

Facebook and Instagram.  

 

The overarching standard features of the interviewees was that they were selected either 

because they had been saying critical things about news media on Facebook and Instagram or 

because they had shared things that I perceived as critical of traditional news reporting. Their 

assumed news scepticism is stated according to my subjective perceptions. The participants 

are all female Swedish citizens born in the 1960s and 1970s. To my knowledge, they are not 

politically active and have no public platforms where they express their views, despite their 

interactions on social media. All of them avoid Swedish news to a certain degree. They watch 

some news if an event that they are interested in occurs, such as during the COVID-19 

pandemic when the virus, restrictions, and sometimes vaccine passports affected their daily 

life. Of the six participants, at least four have an academic degree, three work with alternative 

health in some capacity, and five have children still living at home. To my knowledge, none 

are known to each other. From my perspective, they are not people who are easily put into 

categories with groups of other news-sceptical citizens. 

 

All interviewees were given a pseudonym for integrity reasons, and so that they would feel 

free to speak. Following the order in which the interviews were conducted, each participant 

was given the corresponding name from the list of the most common names of Swedish 

children born in 2021: Alice, Maja, Vera, Alma, Selma and Elsa (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 

SCB, 2022). Since the interviewees’ selection was based on my perception of their degree of 

trust, it was relevant to examine how they perceived their level of trust in news. They were 

asked two questions to rate their trust in the news: 

 

• Question 2: How would you rate your general trust in traditional news 1-10? (1 = very 

low, 10 = very high.) 

• Question 12: How would you rate your trust in DN on a scale of 1-10? (1 = very low, 

10 = very high.) 
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The answers indicate how the respondents generally perceived their level of trust in the news 

media in general, respectively the case of Dagens Nyheter, which represents an example of 

traditional news media. 

 

Figure 3: Self-rated level of trust in the news 

Pseudonym Self-rated level of trust 

in Swedish news  

Self-rated level of trust in 

DN 

1 Alice 2-3 Do not know  

2 Maja  5 6 

3 Vera 1 1 

4 Alma 3-4 3-4 

5 Selma 5 5 

6 Elsa 7 8 

 

Five interviewees perceived and defined their trust in Swedish news as low. However, one of 

the interviewees graded her trust 7, which is higher than the rest and indicates she largely 

trusted the news. It is, therefore, fairer to categorize her as a news avoider than a news 

sceptical. Nevertheless, she also spread information that I interpreted as news critical during 

the pandemic, and it is interesting to observe how her thoughts have developed, since trust is 

a process (Blöbaum 2016). Furthermore, she mainly searched for information from sources 

other than mainstream news. As such, her participation is relevant to this study, because an 

approach to news where professional journalism is not the (primary) provider of essential 

information is what van Dalen (van Dalen, 2019) considers the third societal trend related to 

mainstream news scepticism (ibid,. p. 367).  

 

4.4.  Ethical concerns 

First, the dignity and rights of the participants have been taken into consideration. This is 

linked to consent, and that consent was given voluntarily (Flick, 2018, p. 139). The term 

informed consent means that participants understand both potential risks and benefits and are 

aware their participation is voluntarily (ibid., p. 140; Clark et al., 2021, pp. 117-122). Before 

the interviews were conducted in this study, participants were verbally informed that this 

study was about trust in news. They were informed that their participation was voluntary 
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even after the interviews began, and they could stop anytime without any pressure or 

consequences. Also, they were informed that personal data were handled with the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and Södertörn University's guidelines for processing 

personal data (Södertörn University) were taken into consideration. In short, their personal 

data has been processed lawfully, fairly and transparently and was collected for this specified, 

explicit and legitimate purpose. The data will not be kept longer than necessary, and it has 

been processed in an appropriately secure manner (Clark et al., 2021, p. 116). The interviews 

did not begin until the interviewees clearly stated that they understood and desired to 

participate (i.e., informed consent). No information about the study was shared, and no 

questions were asked, via e-mail, SMS or social media. All information was exchanged over 

the phone or in person. 

 

In qualitative interviews, it is difficult to predict what may arise. As a researcher, one way to 

assess which material is ethically justifiable to use is to consider the participants' perspective 

(Flick, 2018, p. 146). In this study, I have also striven to only collect data and the information 

necessary to answer the research questions.  

 

Additionally, it is essential for research to guarantee participants' confidentiality (ibid., p. 

139). For example, it should be impossible for others to identify participants (ibid.). As such, 

all participants were given a pseudonym. However, the pseudonyms are excluded in the case 

of possibly identifiable quotes. For the analysis, the recordings were transcribed. The 

recordings and transcriptions will be stored in a safety deposit box. Both will be erased and 

shredded after this thesis is approved. 

 

Although the participants were selected because of views and perspectives they shared on 

social media, no material and no opinions published online are included in this study. This is 

because they were published on their own chosen online social network (Clark et al., 2021, p. 

127) and were never intended to be disseminated to an audience other than their online 

friends. Also, quoting things they shared in this way could lead to participants being 

identified. 

 

Furthermore, there will be some classifications and comparisons when analysing the data. 

Doing justice to participants when analysing means interpretations should be grounded in the 

data and should not include judgements on a personal level (Flick, 2018, p. 144). When 
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analysing the material, significant effort was made to avoid judgments and remain as close to 

the data as possible. Furthermore, there is no potential conflict of interest to declare.  

 

4.5.  The interviews 

The interviews took between 49 and 68 minutes and were conducted in Swedish. Four of the 

interviews were conducted face to face, and two had to be conducted by telephone due to 

geographical distance. All interviewees agreed that the interviews were recorded with an 

Olympus LS-P1 dictaphone. 

 

Figure 4: Duration and place of interviews 

Pseudonym Duration  In real life (IRL) or telephone 

1 Alice 49 min IRL 

2 Maja  53 min IRL 

3 Vera 40 min IRL  

4 Alma 60 min IRL  

5 Selma 68 min Telephone 

6 Elsa 53 min Telephone 

 

The interview guide 

An interview guide was created to ensure that the conversation moved within the scope of the 

purpose and research questions and to provide all interviewees with the same framework 

(Appendix 9.1). The interview guide was framed openly to encourage the interviewees to 

explain their social world, behaviour and patterns, with a few exceptions. In questions 2, 12 

and 14, the interviewees were asked to grade their trust, and this approach was used to 

compare different examples, mainly as a backdrop for further discussion. Questions 15 and 

16 are binary questions, and were intended to acquire straightforward yes/no answers as a 

background to the topic (Stokes, 2021, p. 234). All questions were framed concerning the 

aim, research questions and theory as follows: 

• Questions 1, 2, 12, and 14 were primarily used as a background in the discussion and 

to compare the more generalised term “news” with the case of DN.  

• Questions 3-8, 11, 13, 19 and 21 are related to research question 1 and 2 and aim to 

understand the motives of trust and distrust.  
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• Questions 17 and 18 are related to RQ 3, linked to shared reality theory and aim to 

understand the role of other significant people and groups in individual perception of 

news.  

• Questions 9, 10, 15, 16 and 20 are related to RQ 4, linked to shared reality theory and 

aim to understand the relational aspects of trust, feelings of inclusion and sense of 

connection as members of society.  

 

4.6.  Reflections on sampling and data gathering 

I asked ten people to participate. The first six answered yes immediately, but after that it 

became more difficult. The snowball effect was not effective, and I received an explanation 

from one of the interviewees that the topic is sensitive to discuss with a journalist and 

researcher if you do not know each other in person. The sample is small, but as I concentrated 

on meeting most of the people and placed great emphasis on bringing in layers, depth and 

nuances in the analyses, the size was reasonable considering the time frame and expected 

scope of the thesis. Also, the goal was to interview 6–8 people. As such, the number of 

interviews is within this plan. Before starting, a pilot study was conducted with one of the 

interviewees (Vera). Some minor issues with the questions required adjustments to be made.  

 

It is also difficult to ascertain whether there was a difference in the result due to the varied 

forms of interview (i.e., meeting versus telephone). It is more accessible to decode the 

interviewee’s feelings with the help of body language and eye contact. However, in some 

cases, telephone interviews may be more effective when asking sensitive questions, because 

interviewees may be less anxious to answer honestly if the interviewer is not physically 

present (Clark et al., 2021, p. 438).  

 

4.7.  Analysis of the material 

Before the qualitative data (i.e., the interviews) could be used for research, they needed to be 

processed to make them amenable to analysis (Denscombe, 2014, p. 276). First, the 

interviews were entirely transcribed (ibid., p. 278). Informal annotations were made 

alongside the transcripts about gestures and hesitation or feelings of anger, sadness or joy 

(ibid.). One aim was to be thoroughly familiar with the data (ibid., p. 285) and look for 

hidden structures and dimensions, “unconscious aspects of individual or social activities” 

(Flick, 2018, p. 421) that may influence participants' experiences.  
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The analysis started as soon as possible after each interview. Results appeared in this way 

step by step. Data were systematically broken down into different components and given 

names. This analysis approach included a process of coding2 and thus categorizing the text. 

This is a way to access the data and prepare it for interpretation (Flick, 2018, p. 425). The 

process involved primarily deductive codes, i.e. predefined codes, since there already was a 

clear focus on what themes would be studied concerning each research question. The 

deductive codes were a way to ensure that the areas of interest for the thesis were coded. A 

disadvantage of deductive codes is that research can become too focused on getting answers 

that fit into the codes, which can cause important things to be missed. To capture potential 

themes relevant to the study's aim but did not fit into the predetermined codes, the transcripts 

also were coded inductively, i.e. codes based on the data itself.  

 

When the coding was done, the work started determining which codes were most significant 

for the interviewees. If there were recurring topics and if there were things that were 

consistent or stood out. The goal was to answer the interview questions and to put the results 

in context with previous research. 

 

The following will describe how the four categories with deductive codes, the four research 

questions, the three themes and the model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with 

the news are connected. It will also be described how the coding was carried out.  

 

Deductive codes 

The deductive codes were derived from the theory described in 3.1 and 3.2. The approach to 

developing codes and categories mainly from the theory instead of the material is derived 

from qualitative content analysis (Flick, 2018, p. 423). Using two steps, the deductive codes 

were systemised concerning theory, research questions and the model of shared realities, trust 

and shared relevance with the news.  

 

1. The deductive codes were, from the beginning, divided into four categories based on 

the four RQ questions. The four categories were given different colours using 

 
2 Codes = tags that attach to the data and are, in this case, used to link pieces of data that relate to the analysis 

(Denscombe 2014, p. 286). 
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highlighter pens in yellow, orange, pink and green and respective research questions 

were given the corresponding colour. The parts of the transcriptions that received a 

deductive code were marked with the colour of the respective categorisation. Due to 

the limited material and the different colours linked to each research question, the 

colour-coded transcriptions were comprehensible and thus sufficient when the data 

were interpreted, and the research questions were to be answered in chapter 5. 

2. Second, the four categories were divided into three themes, trust, shared relevance, 

and shared reality. The three themes already proposed a place in the model of shared 

realities, trust and shared relevance with the news (Figure 2) and later, when the 

results emerged in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 5 The themes, categories of codes, coding colours and research questions 

concerning the model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with the news 

 

A. Trust: Trust in traditional news.  

Codes are marked in yellow. This is related to RQ 1: What dimensions are informants 

considering concerning their primary motives for low trust in news?  

Codes are marked in orange. This is related to RQ 2: What elements are informants 

considering concerning their primary motives for low trust in news? 

B. Shared relevance. E.g. Traditional news.  

Codes are marked in pink. This is related to RQ 4: What values are common to all people in 

society according to the informants? 
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C. Shared reality: Different groups in society the individuals belong to. 

Codes marked green. This is related to RQ 3: What role do social context and other people 

play concerning trust in news according to the informants? 

 

A Trust: Trust in traditional news. (Yellow.) 

From the four dimensions of trust (Kohring & Matthes, 2007), the codes “trust in theme 

selectivity”, “trust in fact selectivity”, “trust in the accuracy of description”, and “trust in 

explicit evaluation” were used to determine which dimension, or dimensions, are relevant for 

the individuals. The components given these codes are related to RQ 1. The data marked with 

yellow helped answer RQ 1. When the model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance 

with the news were tested regarding the results, these data were primarily related to trust (A), 

i.e. the circle in the middle (Figure 5). 

 

A Trust: Trust in traditional news. (Orange.) 

To encompass the elements influencing the individual's trust (Blöbaum, 2016, pp. 11, 12, 13), 

the codes  “intention”, “integrity”, and “competence” were used. The components given these 

codes are related to RQ 2. The data marked orange helped answer RQ 2. When the model of 

shared realities, trust and shared relevance with the news were tested regarding the results, 

these data are, like the former ones, primarily related to trust (A), i.e. the circle in the middle 

(Figure 5). 

 

B Shared relevance. E.g. Traditional news. (Pink.) 

The codes "shared relevance" and “societal function” from shared reality theory were used to 

access a shared relevance. These data were marked pink and helped answer RQ 4. When the 

model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with the news were tested regarding the 

results, these data are related to shared relevance (B), i.e. the shared values of society (Figure 

5). 

 

C Shared reality: Different groups in society the individuals belong to. (Green.) 

To access the relational aspects of trust, codes from shared reality theory were used, namely 

“significant others”, "subjective sense of connection", "reality", "intersubjective consensus", 

"tearing apart", "shared irrelevance", "shared reality", “a relational concept” and 

“identification”. These data were marked green, related to RQ 3, and this data helped answer 

RQ 3. When the model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with the news were 
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tested regarding the results, these data are primarily related to shared reality (C), i.e. the 

different circles of shared realities to which individuals belong (Figure 5). 

 

When the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the news should be 

tested concerning the results (Chapter 6), it became clear that it was not possible to bring in 

the various themes without the model needing to be adjusted. Since this thesis research 

question is based on the informants' horizons of understanding, all four questions are asked 

based on the premise that the answers are "according to informants", and when the data was 

analyzed using shared reality, it was deemed the most logical to move the circles with shared 

realities, i.e. the groups of individuals that participants belong to. The lower trust and shared 

relevance the interviewees expressed, the further away the circles of shared realities slipped 

from the circles of trust and shared relevance. Note that the different bubbles, the shared 

realities, are not illustrations of the different individuals. Instead, they are illustrated with 

rough brush strokes to illustrate the analysis results described above. 

 

Inductive codes 

As mentioned, codes were also added inductively during the process. Most during the 

process, to keep the focus strictly on the aim and research questions, opted out, but the code 

"COVID-19 pandemic as a tipping point" evolved inductively and proved to be of great 

importance to the participants. It did not fit into the research questions or in the model. 

However, it was still within the scope of the thesis's purpose and motivation. COVID-19 as a 

tipping point became subchapter 5.3.  

 

By determining which codes were most significant for the interviewees, recurring topics, and 

things that were consistent or stood out, the research questions were answered through the 

analysis method described above (Chapter 5). The results were tested concerning the model 

of shared realities, trust and shared relevance (Chapter 6).  

 

4.8.  Critical reflections on the method for the analysis 

As mentioned in the introduction, this study has a small sample and is not designed to 

generalize. It is primarily intended to deepen the understanding of how these individuals' trust 

in the news is constructed with extra focus on the relational aspects of trust. However, if other 

individuals who are sceptical of news had been interviewed, the results might have been 
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different. I have strived to remain close to this essay's aim and research questions to make the 

results as reliable as possible. Nevertheless, more extensive research is needed to enhance its 

validity. 

 

As previously discussed, a disadvantage of deductive codes is that research can become too 

focused on getting answers that fit into the codes, which can cause important things to be 

missed. It is a balancing act to relate to the purpose of the thesis, research questions, previous 

research and theory and stay open to unexpected results. In the analysis, however, which 

areas were essential to the interviewees became pretty clear. In this thesis, inductive codes 

proved not to be equally crucial to answering the research questions. It is difficult to say 

whether the result would have been different if the analysis method had only been inductive. 

 

As mentioned under "Sampling", the interviewees are part of my network on Facebook and 

Instagram. This is problematic because it may have affected the interviewees' attitudes 

towards me. At the same time, the fact that they know who I am and a certain degree of trust 

existed was likely a prerequisite for them choosing to carry out the interviews, which is also 

explained under "Sampling". 

 

The quotes from the interviews should be reproduced precisely. This becomes difficult when 

the interviews are carried out in Swedish and reproduced in English. In translation, some 

spoken language disappeared because it could not be translated directly. However, I have 

aimed to remain as close to the original as possible. Additionally, there is a risk that, during 

analysis, I omitted parts of the interviews that are not highlighted in this thesis and which 

could have been of value. Nevertheless, in the selection, I have strived to stay within the 

scope of the thesis’ purpose.  

 

In retrospect, when using DN as a case, it can be argued that it would have been more logical 

to use an issue focusing more on the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, before the 

interviews, there was no apparent reason to consciously direct the participants to the 

pandemic regarding the aim and research questions. Neither research questions nor interview 

questions were about the pandemic. This thesis gave the pandemic so much space because the 

interviewees spontaneously chose to focus on it in their answers. However, since the 

interviewees were selected based on the fact that they expressed news scepticism during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, it was logical that the pandemic should be addressed. It is unclear 

whether it would have affected the result if a more pandemic-focused newspaper issue had 

been used as an example. However, an issue of DN focusing on the pandemic would have 

looked more logical in this thesis concerning the results. 

 

The case, DN, consists of six pages of news, three pages of opinion and one page of 

advertisement. The pages that did not contain news were included so that the experience of 

looking through DN would feel as natural as possible. Nevertheless, it can be argued that it 

would have been more logical only to show the pages with news.   
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5. Analysis and results 

In this chapter, the analysis of the material will be presented, and the model of shared 

realities, trust and shared relevance with the news will be tested based on the results. First, an 

overview of the proposed model is provided, since it is essential for understanding the 

following section where the results will be analysed concerning trust in the news, shared 

realities and shared relevance. 

 

Figure 6: The model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with the news 

 

A. This circle represents trust in traditional news. 

B. Shared relevance is the values and meanings that are common and of interest to all citizens 

in society. This thesis proposes it is upon this basis that news journalism primarily works. 

C. Shared realities are the various groups where citizens create their understanding of the 

world. Note that they overlap and individuals can be part of several groups. 

 

The analysis begins with the seven main arguments that participants noted for low trust in the 

news. Then, the analysis attempt to encompass the relational aspect of trust in the news. A 

short section on the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on participants' trust in the news will 

also be presented, as it is an essential tipping point. Subsequently, the analysis will determine 

what the interviewees find needed to trust the news. If they think there are any values they 

share with most other citizens in society, or a shared relevance (Higgins, 2019, p. 277). 

Finally, the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with the news will be 

tested concerning the results. 
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5.1.  Seven themes concerning trust  

This subchapter will outline the primary motives for low trust mentioned in the interviews: 

 

1. “News is spreading fear”. 

2. “News increases polarization”.  

3. “The news should be both deeper and broader”. 

4. “Journalists do not understand better”. 

5. “I do not trust it is independent”. 

6. “The news is not about me”. 

7. “News excludes, accuses or devalues me”. 

 

These motives are related to RQ 1 and RQ 2, since they are the participants' primary motives 

for low trust in news.  

 

Motives 1–3 will be analysed in largely similar ways. The first step is theoretically related to 

RQ 1 and connects the motives for low trust to Kohring’s four dimensions of trust in 

journalism: trust in theme selectivity, trust in fact selectivity, trust in the correctness, and the 

trust in the weighing and evaluation of information (Kohring & Matthes, 2007). The second 

step is theoretically related to RQ 2 and connects the motives to three elements influencing 

trust, intention, integrity and competence (Blöbaum, 2016, pp. 11, 12).  

 

Motives 4–5 is also theoretically linked to RQ 1 and 2. They will be analysed concerning the 

object of trust, which refers to four levels: the system, the institution, the person and the 

journalistic pieces (Blöbaum, 2016). However, they also partially concern Kohring’s four 

dimensions of trust in journalism (Kohring & Matthes, 2007).  

 

Motives 6–7, “news is not about me” and “news excludes, accuses or devalues me”, will be 

theoretically analysed concerning shared reality theory, since these themes relate to the 

perspectives of the individuals in a more relational context. Theese themes is also suggested 

as keys to understand news scepticism as distrust in the media can be associated with 

concerns about representation as demonstrated by van Dalen (2019, p. 366).  
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Motive 1: “News is spreading fear” 

Several participants asserted that a disproportionate amount of fear was spread in the news 

during the pandemic. A typical example was that there has been too much focus on death 

figures. However, some of the participants simultaneously expressed that they understood the 

situation was complicated and emphasised that what they miss is mainly the balance with 

more positive news, and they would have preferred a more constructive reporting focused on 

solutions. Some other participants expressed more significant scepticism and did not think the 

COVID-19 pandemic had been as severe as the news had reported, at least not to most 

people. News about the pandemic was, to them, a larger problem. 

The motive “news is spreading fear” is, according to the interviews, significantly associated 

with theme selectivity and fact selectivity. For example, Vera described how news reporting 

about COVID-19 spread fear in society by focusing “too much on deaths and the number 

who were in the intensive care unit”. This is a question of theme selectivity and fact 

selectivity, since news about numbers of deaths and people in intensive care units is about 

which themes and facts are opted in and opted out.  

News spreading fear is also related to the evaluations. Vera added, “many people got so 

scared, often completely unnecessarily”, indicating she does not trust the evaluations. She did 

not trust that the benefits of reporting exceed the disadvantages for citizens. Also, Alma 

emphasised problems with the evaluations but on a systemic level and highlighted that 

journalism has a built-in bias toward the negative: “it looks like the world is awful, but if you 

look at statistics, the world is not so awful”.  

Trust in the accuracy of descriptions is not a primary issue. Nevertheless, there are a few 

indicators that the perception of news as a disseminator of fear has also made some 

interviewees at least partly hesitant about how accurate some information is. Elsa did not 

generally think that the news is a disseminator of fear. However, she mentioned that, at the 

beginning of 2020, she saw a news documentary on public television about the outbreak in 

Wuhan. It made her “suspicious” because “it just showed panic and disaster, [and] it felt like 

it was fabricated”, which may indicate that it is more difficult for her to believe in reports that 

are too frightening. 

Regarding the elements that influence trust, some interviewees talk about intention and refer 

to news journalism having economic motives rather than upholding citizens' interests. For 
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example, Alice stated that “if you scare the audience, they will always watch”. She is also 

raising concerns about the relation between viewer figures and money, which is related to 

integrity and journalists' sense of justice. Additionally, a few participants generally did not 

think journalists have enough competence, suggesting this is why the news is spreading fear.  

 

Motive 2: “News increases polarization” 

All the interviewees mentioned that there is a lack of nuance in the news. The perception that 

news increases polarization is significantly related to the participants thinking that news 

simplifies conflicts and portrays one group as evil and another as good. A recurring example 

in the interviews was that people who have not been vaccinated against COVID-19 are 

portrayed as opponents to the common good. 

Both trust in theme selectivity and trust in fact selectivity are relevant when it comes to the 

motive that news increases polarisation, since journalism is always a matter of choosing and 

opting out. The participants often referred to this process in their assessments rather than 

criticising the accuracy of descriptions.  

Nevertheless, this motive primarily relates to participants' trust in the evaluations. Maja stated 

that "the media incites what is so that you get a polarised conflict”, and she found it 

“uninteresting” to read the news when all sides are not problematised. She believed that “the 

world is not black or white”, and referred to the tension between advocates for alternative 

medicine and representatives of conventional medicine as an example of a conflict that has 

been polarised. “I think alternative medicine is an excellent complement to ordinary 

medicine. However, I am not against ordinary medicine. It is just two different things that 

should be used differently”. She also explained that she thinks the media says if you are for 

alternative medicine you must be against ordinary medicine. More than ever, she thought the 

media had incited a polarising discussion during the pandemic regarding vaccines: “Either 

you are a devil against vaccines, or you are for vaccines. I think the journalists would have 

had a slightly more neutral voice”. 

The elements that influence trust are in this theme related to intention. Maja explained that 

she thinks the news wants to create this perceived polarisation “because of the need to sell 

single issues”. This is also about integrity, meaning the sense of justice and the integrity 

needed to treat different groups fairly. Since the participants indicated the news is not 
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objective enough, the interviewees did not perceive that journalists have enough integrity to 

remain objective. This is also closely related to the perception of journalists as not having the 

skills, competencies and characteristics that enable effective news journalism, i.e., there is a 

lack of the element of competence.  

 

Motive 3: “The news should be both deeper and broader”  

The participants emphasised that the news should be more nuanced, that more perspectives 

should be included and, in some cases, that they desire greater depth. Statements about blind 

spots and norms that make the news predictable, uninteresting and superficial recurred during 

the interviews. Also, there were perceptions about a corridor of opinion: “There are blind 

spots; the news does not address everything people think is important” (Selma).   

 

The interviewees' arguments mainly centre upon the dimension of trust in both themes and 

fact selectivity, as they all more or less argued that news has been taking the same party as 

“the establishment”. Selma, for example, indicated a gap between “the establishment” and the 

citizens' understanding of reality, which makes the news unnuanced and lacking in different 

perspectives. She also emphasised a gap between the city and the countryside, because 

journalists generally live in large cities: “Ordinary people who live in smaller towns probably 

often feel that journalists live in another world”. She also found that the media coverage of 

protesters against vaccine passports has portrayed them unfairly, as news journalism took the 

same stance as politicians and authorities against the ones protesting. She thinks the news 

focused too much on the story they wanted to tell beforehand and missed the nuances: “They 

the media tried to find the weirdest and most suspicious individuals they could find, instead 

of trying to understand people's opinions”. Alma even laughed when she was asked to rate 

how effective Swedish news is at showing different perspectives: “If we take the last two 

years, there have been hardly any different perspectives in the news from what I have seen”.  

 

Elsa found it understandable that journalists listened to the public health authorities. 

However, she added that “I believe other perspectives could also have been given space 

without the risk of misleading people”. 

 

Regarding trust in the accuracy of descriptions, the main problem, according to the 

participants, remained selection in the news. Selma emphasised that her trust decreased 

largely because she felt that not all topics are being addressed. However, she “does not think 
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the Swedish media deliberately confuses, but it omits things, and that causes trust to fall”. 

Nevertheless, this is related to trust in explicit evaluations. The participants did not think 

journalists believe citizens can handle the complexity of matters. Vera shared her opinion 

take on what kind of perspectives she perceived as missing and emphasised perspectives that 

provide existential depth: “I would like to see that more often, someone could convey a more 

existential; existential is the best word I can think of, someone who can give a deeper 

understanding of the events. Why not a priest?”. 

   

When Selma tried to understand how trade-offs are made in news reporting, she imagined 

that “if you make a versatile picture, there is a risk that it will be difficult for some people to 

absorb”. However, she also added that “you journalists need to highlight different 

perspectives. I always react negatively when I think things are missing”.  

  

Concerning the motive that news should be more profound and broader its relationship to the 

elements influencing trust, intention is not the main element addressed. It is, instead, a matter 

of integrity and competence. Selma, for example, did not feel that news journalists manage to 

step out of their isolated role and “corridor of opinion” and act on behalf of all citizens. This 

is related to integrity and competence, since the interviewees did not think that journalists are 

fair or doing a proper job when it comes to reporting on different perspectives. This also 

makes the news predictable, according to participants: “It is the same thing repeatedly. They 

say almost literally the same regardless of whether it is the news on public service television 

or TV4 a Swedish free TV owned by TV4 AB” (Alice).  

 

Motive 4: “Journalists do not understand better”  

There were perceptions that journalists are not competent enough, as suggested by motive 4, 

“journalists do not understand better”. Conversely, there were perceptions that the journalists 

want to do an effective job but are prohibited by powerful forces, as in motive 5, “I do not 

trust it is independent”. Regarding motive 4, the object of trust is the journalist.  

 

Some participants thought the main problem was that journalists do not understand what is 

relevant to the citizens. This relates to the element of competence. For example, Maja 

believed journalists have insufficient knowledge and thus cannot scrutinize power in a 

relevant way. Vera concluded that she does not distrust the intention behind the news: "I am 
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not a conspiracy theorist" and instead stating "I just do not think the journalists understand 

better". 

 

Motive 5: “I do not trust it is independent”  

In contrast to motive 4, where the scepticism is directed towards journalists' competence, 

there were also occasions during the interviews which hinted that a more extensive agenda 

and powerful forces control what is reported. Motive 5, “I do not trust it is independent”, is 

on another level concerning the object of trust since it, more than the other themes, relates to 

the system or the institutions rather than the journalists or the journalistic pieces.  

 

Selma believed that most individual journalists desire to do a more effective job: “I can 

imagine journalists are wanting to paint a broader picture of things, but they are limited from 

above”. This statement suggests that she directs the object of distrust toward the organization 

or the editorial department rather than the journalist. Some participants also suggested there 

are actors, such as the government and owners of the news companies, controlling news 

reporting. This mainly centres upon the element of intention, the underlying objectives and 

integrity: "If you have someone who rules a country who wants a thing and you have a TV 

channel paid by the government, I feel you the news have to follow the government". She 

also says that "regardless of whether it is a family or the government that owns a channel or 

newspaper, I think what is conveyed is what the owners want". When Alma considered DN, 

she referred to a person who sat on the board of a major vaccine manufacturer and a 

multinational media conglomerate, and she believes it could work like that in Sweden too: 

“Yes, absolutely. We cannot know how controlled they the journalists are. I do not trust that 

this is independent". Also, Elsa thinks that, because the pharmaceutical business is a powerful 

actor, it could control society and the news, at least indirectly.  

 

Motive 6: “The news is not about me?” 

The participants in this study mainly did not think that the news is relevant in their lives, and 

only one felt that she was represented in the news without making any reservations. Four 

interviewees answered no, indicating they do not feel the news is about them. Since trust 

could reflect concerns about representations and feelings of being treated as outsiders by the 

media (van Dalen, 2019, p. 366), and trustworthy media are expected to provide the basis for 

a collective sense of community and citizenship (ibid., p. 364), this theme is of particular 
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interest. Higgins (2019, p. 79) asserts what makes people human depends on their motivation 

to create shared realities with others, and in modern societies humans also share their realities 

with the media (ibid., p. 111). However, what happens when participants do not think they 

are represented in the news?  

 

When Alma received the question about whether she feels represented in the news, she asked 

a counter-question: “You mean if I think that my perspective would fit?”. A clarification was 

then offered: “Yes, who you are and what you stand for?” She answered “no” and continued, 

stating that “the way I look at life I do not think is reflected very often”.  Shared realities are 

essential to societies with complex practices and technologies, and individuals involved 

perceive their inner states as agreeing with others (Higgins, 2019). Why does Alma, a 

middle-class and socially highly functioning woman, perceive herself as not represented in 

the news? Alma primarily refers to her work in alternative health, which is a branch she 

perceives as mistreated by the mainstream.  

 

Alice had a related explanation to why she does not feel represented, asserting that “it is 

because I am unvaccinated”. She claims that being unvaccinated is an exclusion, like 

belonging to another minority: “It is like being gay, immigrant or black.”  

 

Maja also felt poorly represented. She mentioned her interest in alternative health as one 

significant reason. However, she also does not feel represented, because the news does not 

cover other things she finds important, such as climate, democracy and peace issues.  

 

Vera had another explanation for why she does not feel represented: “I think it is because I 

have a more spiritual, or a more existential perspective”. She noted that “to me, the news is 

happening over there” and “it does not affect me.” When she flipped through the first ten 

pages of DN, she said “I do not feel that I am part of this world, this view, this way of seeing 

life in the world and looking at the world. It may be my loss, but I am not”. Previously, Vera 

alternated between subscribing to DN and Svenska Dagbladet (SvD). However, she has 

stopped with DN, because “it is too educational, critical, and very ... it is a voice that does not 

suit me. To come to the breakfast table and get a parenting whip in the face is not what I 

want”.  
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Motive 7: “News excludes, accuses or devalues me.” 

The shared reality theory defines not only a shared reality but also suggests that shared 

realities are tearing people of different realities apart (ibid., pp. 4, 26). A feeling of being 

threatened as outsiders is evident in all interviewees who acknowledge they have felt 

excluded, accused or devalued by news media. This is especially interesting in the context of 

Higgins' (2019) explanation of media as a crucial source of social input about what matters 

(ibid. p. 111). Overall, this topic upset the interviewee's feelings. However, the lines between 

who is doing what, including the news, politicians and authorities, were sometimes blurred in 

these discussions. 

 

One of the participants was sad. Tears were falling while she explained that she was scared 

concerning the media coverage of COVID-19. She found that unvaccinated people have been 

stigmatised in the news, which made her afraid that she would lose her friends. She referred 

to government officials and politicians asking citizens in the news not to hug the 

unvaccinated. “Imagine living in a democratic society, but you do not dare to say that you are 

unvaccinated”, and “you are afraid that your friends will stop hanging out with you”.  

 

Another participant talked about a column in the newspaper arguing that the unvaccinated 

should pay for their healthcare. “Swap out vaccinated against any other group such as 

homosexuals, Syrians or others, and it would never be published”. Selma also thought that 

the media had spread prejudices about what kind of people are not vaccinated: “I feel 

attacked and oppressed”. 

 

Elsa had another explanation for why she has felt left out, accused or devalued by the news: 

“I do not think it is so popular to be a Christian. I do not think the media like it. I have a 

feeling, but I have no example of it now”.  

 

Selma perceived that journalists scrutinise citizens rather than those in power: “Journalists 

scrutinise those who are critical of power, not power itself”. She found it strange when “the 

media makes it negative when it is rather something good that people commit to things they 

find essential”.  

 

Concluding words of 5.1 

This chapter is attempting to answer RQ 1 and RQ 2: 
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RQ 1: What dimensions are informants considering concerning their primary motives for low 

trust in news? Some participants think the themes covered are too narrow (theme selectivity). 

An example they provided was that during the COVID-19 pandemic there was a 

disproportionate focus on the exact numbers of people who died or were in intensive care 

units (fact selectivity). However, the opinion that news increases polarization is also related 

to the selection process. News is accused of deliberately reinforcing contradictions. There is a 

perception that the news belongs to the establishment rather than seeking to represent 

different perspectives among citizens or what citizens want to know about (theme and fact 

selectivity). 

 

The problem, according to participants, is that the news does not provide a comprehensive 

picture, not that the information represented is incorrect (trust in the correctness). Some 

participants, for example, did not think it was reasonable to provide so much information 

about the number of deaths during the pandemic, since it spread fear in society rather than 

contributing to something reasonable (trust in the evaluations). The participants also 

demanded more nuanced reporting, where the news trusts, or changes its assessment of what 

audiences can handle (trust in evaluations). The participants emphasised that they want the 

news to be more nuanced, complicated and versatile, since this is how they think reality is. 

 

RQ 2:  What elements are informants considering concerning their primary motives for low 

trust in news? Some participants returned to the fact that they do not trust the intention. They 

believed ulterior motives, such as money, drive reporting. Some of the participants also 

talked about the fact that powerful forces control journalism. This is also related to integrity, 

because it concerns the journalists' sense of justice and ability to withstand possible pressure. 

The journalists' competence was also questioned by some participants, such as when it came 

to opinion corridors and single-track news. There was an opinion that competent journalists 

should be able to step back and provide a broader and more nuanced perspective on what is 

happening in society. 

 

An interesting finding is that most participants did not feel represented and felt left out, 

accused or devalued by the news. The shared reality theory argues that the subjective 

experience is critical for people's perception of accuracy (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 

2009, pp. 497, 498). Considering shared reality theory, it is thus logical that the four 
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dimensions of trust (Kohring & Matthes, 2007), trust in theme selectivity, fact selectivity, 

accuracy of descriptions and explicit evaluations, are not sufficient. It is also reasonable that 

trust in intention, integrity and competence becomes insufficient. If one feels like an outsider 

and thus does not share realities or relevance with news journalism, one simply will not trust 

it. It is not a question of whether events in the news can be scientifically and objectively 

verified: one must share their reality with news journalism, at least partly, in order to trust it.  

 

Figure 7: Questions 14 and 15 

Pseudonym Question 14:  

Do you feel represented in the news? 

Question 15: Have you ever felt left 

out, accused or devalued by the news? 

1 Alice No Yes 

2 Maja No Yes 

3 Vera No Yes 

4 Alma No Yes 

5 Selma “In some roles, in others not” Yes 

6 Elsa “I think so” Yes 

 

Figure 8: Motives for low trust in the news 

 

The figure shows A) trust in the news and B) the shared relevance and values familiar to all 

citizens. This thesis argues that news journalism primarily works here. The seven quotes are 

the main motives the interviewees argue for low trust in news. 
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5.2.  The role of other people concerning trust in news 

This part will answer RQ 3, which addresses the role social context and other people play 

concerning trust in news. This question will be analysed using the shared reality theory 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Echterhoff 2012; Echterhoff & Higgins 2018; Higgins 

2019), which is based on the idea that people mainly create their perceptions with others. The 

shared reality theory claims that the inner states of “significant others” are considered when 

forming beliefs (Higgins, 2019, p. 496). It is apparent in the interviewees’ responses that 

friends and other people with similar views concerning the news are essential for at least 

three different reasons (i.e., answer to RQ 3): 

 

1. To experience belonging.  

2. To attain confirmation.  

3. To obtain information.  

 

To experience belonging. 

Several interviewees expressed that it is crucial to have friends with whom you share your 

opinion about the news. This supports the shared reality theory, since it argues that other 

people play an essential role in forming one's views about the world. Also, the inner states of 

significant others are considered when forming political, moral or religious beliefs, which is 

connected to shared reality theory (ibid.). Higgins proclaims that the motivation to create and 

belong to shared realities is what makes people human (ibid., p. 79). A few interviewees 

expressed that a community with friends sharing views becomes a free zone where you can 

talk openly without hiding your decisions and opinions: “Those friends mean a lot to me. It is 

with them that I can be myself. That is why gay people usually hang out with others who are 

gay. You can be yourself with like-minded people” (Vera).  

 

Selma explained that she has different roles and in-groups to which she belongs. She actively 

avoids discussing news with her close friends who have different views concerning the news. 

However, she also has friends who share her views, and she emphasized that having them 

means a lot to her. This is an example of a participant talking about belonging to different 

shared realities. 
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To attain confirmation. 

Humans want their subjective reactions to be verified by others (ibid., p. 180), and, according 

to the interviews, it seems desirable to at least have some people who confirm what the 

interviewees think and feel. Shared reality theory explains that being human is a motivational 

story of wanting, longing and acting to create joint attention to things the person finds 

attractive in a way that no other primates do (ibid., p. 5). From childhood, it is central for 

people to learn what to feel positive and negative about with others (Higgins, 2019, p. 5). One 

interviewee explained that when she thinks something is wrong in the news she often goes on 

Twitter to see if she can find other people with similar views: “It is essential to find others, so 

you are not an island yourself. I want confirmation that others think a bit like me” (Selma).  

 

Alma also talked about the value of living with someone with similar views. She referred to 

her partner, who said concerning the news “if we had not had a joint view on this, we would 

not have been able to live together”.  

 

To obtain information. 

Higgins argues that through the media we not only hear opinions about what matters, but the 

fact that something is discussed creates a shared reality that indicates it must matter and be 

relevant (ibid., p. 111). However, friends and other important people are also central to 

obtaining information concerning news. One of the interviewees emphasised the importance 

of feeling confident in the person she listens to. At the beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic, Elsa listened closely to a friend she trusted on Facebook. She explained that her 

friend became her preferred strategy for keeping herself informed, not the traditional news.  
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Figure 9: The role of other people concerning trust in the news 

 

This figure shows why friends and people with similar views (people from a shared reality) 

are essential concerning trust in the news. This also answers RQ 3. 

 

 

5.3. The pandemic as a tipping point for trust in news 

 

As one of the participants says “It became clear that things were missing. I have not felt that 

way before, perhaps because I have not been involved before” (Selma). It is evident from the 

interviews that the pandemic has been a tipping point for trust in the news, in some cases 

dramatically. The interviews thus support the view of trust as a process, as suggested by 

Blöbaum (2016). The COVID-19 pandemic has also significantly impacted the interviewees’ 

sense of community with society (i.e., shared relevance) and the making of meaning within 

the shared realities.  

 

First, relationships with other people (i.e., the shared realities) changed during the pandemic. 

One participant, for example, found it more difficult to identify with many of her friends 

from her yoga community: “Before, I could identify with them. Nevertheless, not anymore, 

when yoga mothers hook their arms with right-wing extremists”. She also noted that “these 

are people with whom I have been very close for many years. Nevertheless, now they have 

become very extreme. I have several blocked on social media. They have entirely derailed 

when it comes to right-wing extremist and racist thinking”.  

 

One participant's story is significantly complex, multidimensional and emotional. 

Understanding how the pandemic restrictions affected her business and life is relevant to 



 51 

understanding her trust in the news. Tears were falling as she described how she had to 

cancel events due to restrictions, and, at the same time, hatred was directed at her by people 

who wanted their money back. At the same time, people she met in her business started 

arguing with each other when someone got too physically close. She explained that all this 

has made her disillusioned. She even wanted to move countries but did not know how and 

where. At the same time, this example demonstrates how difficult it is to draw sharp lines 

between what is constructing trust in news. The media reported, for example, the distances 

people needed to keep to curb the spread of infection, but authorities and politicians made the 

decisions and were the primary sources of information. The lines are thus blurred regarding 

who is the object of trust. In any case, it is evident that, from this participant's perspective, the 

media on a systemic level has played a large part in the perceived polarisation problem. The 

interviewee’s conclusion is clear: “I felt in 2020 that there was a change, and then I lost more 

and more confidence. Nowadays, it does not matter what they write because I have lost 

confidence, do you understand? I have lost confidence in the Swedish media”. 

 

5.4.  Rebuilding trust? 

The following will attempt to determine what the participants need to trust the news again. 

The participants generally have well-developed ideas about effective journalism. The main 

proposals for what they want are 1) better journalism, 2) balance of bad news, 3) trustworthy 

journalists, 4) existential perspectives and 5) more perspectives represented. Arguments 1, 2 

and 3 relate mainly to Kohring & Mattheus' (2007) four dimensions of trust, since this is 

largely about trust in theme selectivity, trust in the fact selectivity, trust in the accuracy of 

descriptions and trust in explicit evaluations. Arguments 4 and 5 connect to shared reality 

theory, since it relates to a personal feeling or a perceived personal connection to the 

journalist. 

 

“Better journalism” 

As demonstrated in the results, some participants found more nuance and perspectives and 

less polarising storytelling in traditional news were needed. At least three also wanted more 

investigative journalism. When Maja explained what is needed, she offers The Guardian as a 

positive example concerning environmental issues: “They write several articles on the same 

topic for a long time, and you feel that it is written neutrally. They give different 

perspectives”. Alma provides another example: “Göteborgs-Posten has had a more nuanced 

picture of the corona over the past two years than other newsrooms”.   
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“Balance of bad news” 

A few participants raised concerns that more constructive, solution-oriented and positive 

news is needed. Alice, for example, thought the news is “too heavy to listen to, especially in 

times of crisis”, and notes that “when you are already having a hard time, you cannot bear to 

read the news or read a newspaper as news looks today.”  

 

“Trustworthy journalists” 

Maja explained that individual journalists are an essential factor in her trust: “I have more 

confidence in individual journalists than in the media in general”. Overall, she wants 

expertise and specialised journalists. She mentioned George Monbiot in particular, who is an 

acclaimed climate journalist at The Guardian. She also named war correspondent Magda Gad 

and theology professor Joel Halldorf as examples of the type of experts she likes to read in 

the Swedish daily press. 

 

“Existential perspectives” 

Vera said she does not desire to trust the news as it exists today. However, if the news had 

greater existential depth, she would consider it: 

 

I do not think the news is important. Nevertheless, if the news changed, if a few 

journalists woke up. When people who have worked in a certain way are involved in 

something intensely, they get new perspectives on life and realise things they have not 

seen before. If people working in the media industry would have that experience, maybe I 

would start to trust them more. (Vera) 

  

“More perspectives represented” 

Alma stated that “I want a lot more on the one hand and the other”, and “probably that is 

what journalists think they do, but it is not enough”. Furthermore, she thought investigative 

journalism should be more “curiously interested”. It should not be about “throwing in the 

trash and closing the lid” but about “showing different perspectives”. Elsa is one of the 

interviewees who expressed more confidence in the news. Nevertheless, she, too, thought 

there were improvements to be made when it comes to adding more perspectives and “articles 

where you have taken the time to delve into the subject increase my confidence”.  
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Figure 10: How to increase trust according to participants 

 

The figure illustrates what the interviewees found needed to increase their level of trust. 

 

5.5.  Common values (the shared relevance) 

This subchapter answers RQ 4 concerning what values the participants think are common to 

everyone in society. The aim of this RQ is to determine if there are any values, according to 

the interviewees, essential for news journalism to keep in mind as narrators of a reality shared 

by all citizens. This will be analysed using the shared reality theory (e.g., Higgins, 2019), 

and, more specifically, the thoughts about a shared relevance (ibid., p. 281) illustrated by the 

result in Figure 11. 

 

Vera believed the common denominator is that we are humans who share this time on earth 

together: “We are here together, and we will get out of it together”. At the same time, she was 

unsure if all people feel that way: “I think everyone has a desire to avoid living in fear. Not 

having to worry all the time” (Alice). Selma believed all people want to be good and stated 

that “you draw different conclusions, like under the corona pandemic. But everyone probably 

could agree upon some basic things, and I have a hard time believing that anyone would 

ignore everyone else”.  

 

Maja believed that most people would say they believe in democracy and human rights. At 

the same time, she said that the knowledge of what it means generally is shallow: “I think 

many say they like human rights, but in practice, they probably do not know what it is”. Alma 

laughed at the question of whether there are any shared values, noting that  “two years ago, I 
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had said, of course”. However, after the pandemic, she is unsure. She believed there probably 

are some shared values, but she could not provide any examples. Elsa said she believes that 

people might have had more shared values historically: “We probably still have some things 

in common, but it is becoming vaguer and vaguer what it is”. 

 

Nevertheless, when answering RQ 4, the general picture is that it is difficult to find and 

formulate something that the participants believe is common with everyone else in society. 

  

Figure 11: The shared relevance concerning all citizens 

 

The shared relevance according to the participants.  
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6. Testing “The model of news trust, shared relevance and shared 

realities” 

 

Now I will test the proposed model towards the results. First, figure nr 12, is the ideal model, 

also presented in the theory chapter and repeated at the beginning of this analysis and result 

chapter. Second, figure nr 13, a more fragmented picture emerges when the model is adjusted 

according to the result. 

 

Figure 12: The model of the model of shared realities, trust and shared relevance with 

the news 

 

Figure 13: The model tested against the result 
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In the following section, the figures will be compared, explaining why Figure 13 is different 

from Figure 12. 

 

A Trust 

Trust is the circle in the middle of society for both figures and refers to trust in the news. The 

understanding of trust is based on Kohring's four dimensions of trust that recipients have in 

journalism (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 8). Figure 12 is the theoretical figure, and Figure 13 illustrates 

the model as tested concerning the result of this study. The participants have less trust in 

theme selectivity, trust in fact selectivity, trust in correctness and trust in detailed evaluations, 

and they also have less trust in the elements that influence trust, intention, integrity and 

competence, in a positive way (ibid., p. 10). This affects trust in the news; all shared realities 

are no longer connected to trust. Trust is in the centre of the suggested place for a shared 

relevance.  

 

B The shared relevance  

Traditional news is a narrator of essential events in reality shared by all citizens and is thus 

ideally part of the shared relevance. The circle of shared relevance illustrates the events that 

concern all people in society and the knowledge that is assumed to be shared by all others 

(Higgins, 2019, p. 281; Wan, Torelli & Chiu, 2010, p. 423). However, in this study, several 

participants expressed that it was difficult to find any values and concerns that they felt were 

shared by everyone else. In addition, they and their concerns did not feel represented in the 

news. They had even felt accused or devalued by the news. The shared relevance is not an 

apparent commonplace for the participants in this study, hence the groups of shared realities 

disperse.  

 

C The shared realities 

C, the shared realities, are communities of people. In the ideal model, the shared realities 

overlap with some other shared realities, with B, the shared relevance, and with A, the trust in 

news. In Figure 13, however, some shared realities appear more isolated.  

According to the participants, journalism has failed to make news trustworthy, relevant, and 

inclusive and is thus more distant from shared realities. The participants experienced less 

shared relevance with other groups. Figure 13, for example, illustrates the perception that 

traditional news has failed to make most citizens feel  “connected, as members of society” 

(Couldrys, 2005, p. 4). 

 



 57 

The question remains of whether the space for shared relevance in Figure 13 still can be 

called a shared relevance, since there is no shared relevance if people do not connect there. 

Nevertheless, this thesis suggests that shared relevance is an ideal to strive for, because 

citizens need to have some fundamental values, narratives and news, as the shared reality has 

shown.  

 

The models show that the greater the distance between the perceived reality and the feeling of 

being part of a shared relevance, the more distant the trust in the news becomes.  

 

Note that the different bubbles, the shared realities, are not illustrations of the different 

individuals. Instead, they are an illustration with rough brush strokes to show the possible 

consequences of the results of the analysis. 
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7. Concluding discussion 

This thesis has qualitatively studied six individuals perceived as sceptical of traditional news 

because of what they spread on social media during the COVID-19 pandemic between spring 

2020 and spring 2022. This study contributes to the knowledge of trust patterns in news-

sceptical individuals with no other prominent channel for making their voices heard. 

However, the qualitative nature of this study and its limited sample provide little space for 

generalizations. 

 

The main findings from the six semi-structured interviews are that all participants have felt 

left out, accused or devalued by the news and at least four people did not feel represented in 

the news. Furthermore, with help from the shared reality theory (Echterhoff, Higgins & 

Levine, 2009; Echterhoff 2012; Echterhoff & Higgins 2018; Higgins 2019), this thesis 

proposes an explanation for these individuals' media scepticism: According to shared reality 

theory, trust is created within shared realities. If there is no shared reality, there cannot be any 

trust. This is in line with Noppori et al. (2019), who found that feeling marginalised or 

alienated by traditional media was key to media distrust. Swart and Broersma (2022) have 

shown that trust in the news is intuitive and depends on feelings of inclusion and perceptions 

of inclusion. Also, van Dalen (2019, p. 366) explains that distrust could reflect concerns 

about representations of reality and the "feeling of being treated by the media as outsiders" 

(ibid.).  

 

This thesis proposes a model, the model of shared realities, trust and a shared relevance with 

the news, to fuse the shared reality theory with the theory of trust in journalism. The theories 

for trust used are Kohring & Matthe’s (2007) four dimensions of trust in journalism and 

Blöbaum’s (2016, p. 13) elements influencing trust. When this model is tested concerning the 

results, it illustrates that if the reality of the news (the narratives told on the news) and the 

shared realities (groups of people where the individuals belong) do not overlap, there is no 

shared space where a shared understanding can be created. This model aids the understanding 

of the relational and shared aspects of trust between different groups of people and the news. 

It also identifies potential weaknesses in the relational structure (e.g., when individuals do not 

feel represented in the news).  
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The results underscore trust as an ongoing process, since the COVID-19 pandemic has been a 

tipping point concerning some individuals' media trust. It is crucial not to feel secure just 

because previous studies on trust show a generally high news trust in Sweden. As the 

pandemic has shown, unexpected things that affect trust in the news can occur at any time. 

 

The thesis has proposed four research questions. The first two research questions address the 

motives the participants use to justify their level of trust. The main motives that the 

interviewees mentioned for low trust in traditional news are “news is spreading fear”, “news 

increases polarization”, “news should be both deeper and broader”, and “journalists do not 

understand better”, “I do not trust it is independent”, “news is not about me” and “news 

excludes, accuses or devalues me”.  

 

To answer RQ 1 about which dimensions the informants are considering concerning their 

primary motives for trust, some participants emphasised that the themes covered in the news 

are too narrow (they have insufficient trust in theme selectivity). One example was that 

during the COVID-19 pandemic there was a disproportionate focus on the exact numbers of 

people who died or were in intensive care units (insufficient trust in fact selectivity). There 

are also some perceptions about a gap between journalists and citizens. Instead of discovering 

different perspectives among the citizens, the news adopts the same perspective as the 

establishment (insufficient trust in theme and fact selectivity). This is in line with the findings 

of Noppori et al. (2019) supporting the view that democratic corporatist media systems have 

an underlying tendency of political and social consensus that traditional media support. 

Howvever, accusations about information being incorrect (trust in the correctness) were rare. 

Nevertheless, participants sometimes found the news evaluations (trust in the evaluations) 

problematic. The participants demanded more nuanced reporting where the journalists change 

their assessment of what audiences can handle. Most participants emphasised that they want 

the news to be more nuanced, versatile and complicated when needed.  

 

RQ 2 concerns the elements informants consider concerning their main motives for low trust 

in news. There are some, though few, associations to potential conspiracy theories. However, 

more commonly, participants believed that ulterior motives, intentions, such as money, drive 

the reporting. This is also related to integrity, because it is about the journalists' sense of 

justice and ability to withstand possible pressure. The journalists' competence was also 
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questioned. There is an opinion that competent journalists should give a broader and more 

nuanced perspective on what is happening in society than they perceive in the news today. 

 

RQ 3 asks what role social context and other people play concerning trust in news. The 

results show that other people are essential when constructing trust for at least three reasons. 

1) The experience of belonging suggests it is crucial to have friends who share one’s view: 

“you can be yourself with like-minded people". 2) To attain confirmation was also important, 

and the results show it is essential to at least have some people who confirm what one thinks 

and feels, since one does not want “to be an island to [one]self,” as one participant observes. 

Finally, 3) to obtain information indicates people the participants know and trust are 

important sources of information, in some cases more important than traditional news. 

 

RQ 4 concerns what values the informants find common to all people in society. Six main 

themes are highlighted: “we are here together”, “to avoid fear”, “not having to worry”, “all 

people want to do good” and “democracy” and “human rights”. Concerns are raised about 

whether it is possible to agree on what these themes truly mean. However, the motive for this 

research is to gain more knowledge of what could help increase news audiences', specifically 

news sceptics’, confidence in news journalism. To do this, the shared reality theory has 

shown that finding a shared relevance concerning all citizens is crucial.  

 

Since modern humans also share their realities with the media (Higgins, 2019, p. 111), it is 

also relevant to observe what the informants believe is needed to trust and thus feel a shared 

relevance with mainstream journalism. The main proposals are “better journalism”, “balance 

of bad news”, “trustworthy journalists”, “existential perspectives”, and “more perspectives 

represented”. 

 

This thesis raises many ideas for further studies. For example, it shows that representation 

and the feeling of belonging are central to trust in news. Swart and Broersma (2022) argue 

that scholars need to consider individuals' tacit knowledge to understand how trust in news is 

constructed. The findings of this thesis highly support this argument, since the relational 

process occurs naturally in groups of people: it is about feelings of inclusion more than 

absolute facts. I suggest more extensive research using shared reality theory to shed light on 

the relational trust process. 
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This study also raises questions about areas other than the theme of trust, which are worthy of 

further investigation in journalism. One topic is whether the news contributed to the 

stigmatization of unvaccinated people during the COVID-19-pandemic. If so, can this be 

justified within the framework of what is considered good journalism? Also, did the news 

have a devaluating or patronizing approach towards people with opinions outside the norm, 

as mentioned in the interviews? If so, can this be justified within the framework of quality 

journalism? Perhaps it is impossible to avoid that some individuals and groups of people are 

news sceptics. Nevertheless, it is not desirable that news journalism increase the distance to 

parts of their audience without understanding why.  

 

Couldrys (2005) has suggested that the media has the role to “‘stand in’, or appear to ‘stand 

in’, for something wider, something linked to the fundamental organisational level on which 

we are, or imagine ourselves to be, connected, as members of society” (ibid., p. 4).  

Higgins argue the only way to connect different groups, and thus the solution to the problem 

of fragmentation, is to find means like storytelling to create a shared reality between different 

groups (2019, p. 277). Based on what I learned from working on this thesis, I argue that news 

journalism should strive to deepen the understanding of what connects people and help 

citizens feel connected with the news, with each other and with society as a whole. 
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9. Appendix 

9.1.  Interview guide 

The first question after each digit is the main question. The rests are clarifications and 

suggestions for possible follow-up questions to be asked if necessary. 

 

1. How do you describe your trust in traditional regular Swedish news? This is exemplified 

by Rapport, Aktuellt (Svt), Ekot (SR) and daily newspapers such as Dagens Nyheter and 

Svenska Dagbladet. They are told this is the type of news we will talk about in this interview, 

unless clearly stated otherwise.  

2. How would you rate your overall confidence in news 1–10? (1 = very low, 10 = very high.) 

Do you have any comments on that? 

3. How would you describe your expectations of news? Example? 

4. Is it the intention or the competence (i.e., perceived competence, knowledge, expertise) 

that affects the level of trust most? Examples? 

5. Are there any specific topics or areas where you trust the news less than others? Why? 

What are your main arguments? 

6. How important are these topics in your life? Do you consider yourself to have knowledge 

about these topics? 

7. Do you have experiences, tipping points, that have changed your confidence in the news? 

Examples?  

 

Dagens Nyheter (2022-04-05 page 1–10) is shown on an iPad. During the telephone 

interviews, the pages are sent digitally in PDF format. The interviewees do not have time to 

read the whole article, but they get the opportunity to look through, read headlines, and 

introductions, view the photos and get a feel for the content. Dagens Nyheter is available for 

the interviewees during the rest of the interview to be used as an example. 

 

8. How credible do you think this magazine is? Develop? Why? 

9. What role do you think this magazine, and others in the same genre, play in society? 

10. To what extent would you say you can identify with DN? Is it about things that affect 

your life? Examples? Do you feel represented? 

11. Is there any difference between your trust in the source (DN) and when it comes to the 

actual information (message)? 
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12. How would you rate your trust in DN on a scale of 1–10? (1 = very low, 10 = very high.) 

Do you have any comments on that? 

13. If I say the most important work of journalism is to examine power on behalf of citizens, 

to inform the public and to allow different perspectives and opinions to be heard, what do you 

say about this? 

14. If you were to rate from 1–10, the news' ability to: 

• Examine the power? 

• Inform the public? 

• Give different perspectives? 

15. Do you feel represented in the news media in general? Examples? 

16. Have you ever felt left out, accused, or devalued by the news media? 

17. Do you know other people thinking like you when it comes to trust in the news?  

18. Do you talk about trust in the news with them? 

19. What is required for you to trust a news source (i.e., a newspaper, TV news or similar)? 

20. Are there any fundamental human values you think you share with most other people in 

our society? (Does news have anything to do with it?) 

21. What does it take to start trusting news? 

The interviewees are asked if they have anything to add or any questions; if not, the 

recording is stopped after they have said what they like.  
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