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Introduction  

Americans’ trust and confidence in the news media to report the news is at the lowest rate 

it has ever been. Recent research has shown the concept of “fake news” has grown and become 

more popular during and after the 2016 election cycle.  Public opinion polls have shown people’s 

trust and confidence hit its highest point in 1976 at 72%. Today, it’s the complete opposite: 72% 

of Americans believe "traditional major news sources report news they know to be fake, false, or 

purposely misleading" (Concha, 2018).  Not only do Americans find media generally inaccurate 

or biased, but there is an interesting divide between local and national news. According to 

Nielsen’s television ratings (2017), local broadcast programming reaches 25% more viewers than 

national broadcast news and more than double that of cable news for people between the age of 

25-54 (40% vs 17%). Nonetheless, the overwhelming amount of scholarly research on broadcast 

news is focused on CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC, as well as other outlets.  

Believability plays an important role in the news people trust at a local and national level. 

Robinson and Kohut (1998) did a study on believability ratings assigned to 39 news 

organizations and news personalities. The data provided a variety of findings that tend to be “at 

odds with much of the conventional wisdom and some of the contemporary research dealing with 

the credibility of the news media.” The study perceived “believability” of the news media is 

closely related to political and demographic variables. In addition, it stated the public groups 

news media in terms of “believability” based off different networks and stations (Robinson & 

Kohut, 1998). This would explain the impact a network outlet has when choosing whether or not 

to trust news on a local or national level.  



Not only is believability an important factor in determining what news to believe at a 

local and national level, so is partisanship.  Iyengar and Hahn (2009) claimed that it has now 

become permissible for news organizations to publish politically biased news. In the experiment, 

researchers found conservatives and Republicans preferred to read news reports attributed to Fox 

News and to avoid news from CNN and NPR. Democrats and liberals exhibited exactly the 

opposite syndrome diving their attention equally between CNN and NPR, but avoiding Fox 

News (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). Research from the American Press Institute finds that overall, 

Republicans and independents are less trusting of the news media. However, there are big 

differences between how Republicans see the media in general and how they see the media they 

use most often. According to the data collected, only 8 percent of Republicans say they have “a 

lot of trust” in the information they get from the news media generally. However, that number 

jumps to 27 percent if they are asked about the news media they use most often. This shows 

when they view news from outlets that fit their political leaning, it is easier to trust information 

that is appealing and agrees with your opinion. This was distinctively different among 

Republicans depending on whether they discussed the news media in general or the news media 

that they used most often by preference. For example, just 15 percent of Republicans think the 

news media deal fairly with all sides, but 45 percent think the news media they use most often 

do. 

There are not any studies that compare local television news stations with national 

stations. This study analyzed how U.S. adults evaluate local and national television news. It also 

touched base on why people believe a variety of news content based off of different news 

sources. This data were gathered through an experiment to demonstrate how fake news and 



misinformation can impact a person’s believability. The results illustrated the local news 

network Fox59 is more believable than Fox News, which is the national news network. 

Additionally, the results showed that WISH-TV, a local news network without a major network 

affiliation, is more believable than the local network Fox59. 

The lack of trust in the media is changing the landscape of journalism daily, but it is 

important for the media to know why the public views the media in a negative light. The overall 

goal is to fully understand why people see the media as biased or unfair. This study showed why 

viewers perceived the work as unfair or biased based off branding or representation. 

 

Literature Review 

Decline in news media trust 

The “fake news” topic has been significantly discussed in today’s media leading to a 

steady decline in news media trust. Rosseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998) defined trust as “a 

psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive 

expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (p. 395). They explained trust requires 

theory and research terms to show that trust has many different levels. Features of trust are 

characterized by: 

• multilevel trust (individual, group, firm, and institutional) 

 • trust within and between organizations 

 • multidisciplinary trust 

 • the multiple causal roles of trust (trust as a cause, outcome, and moderator) 

• trust as impacted by organizational change 



 •new, emerging forms of trust 

They explain in order to further develop a better understanding of trust, it is important to know 

that the “concept of trust requires clear boundaries to usefully inform research and theory” (p. 

394). Additionally, Blom (2018) explained social interactions and trust in information sources 

are closely related. It “implies a trust relationship between two entities: the trustor and the 

trustee. The trustee needs to make a prediction about the intentions of the trustor and the 

certainty that they, indeed, can be trusted” (p. 3). 

Trust in the media and media skepticism are closely related to each other. Tsfati and 

Ariely (2014) defined media skepticism as “a subjective feeling of mistrust toward the 

mainstream news media” (p. 506). This term also contributes to the ethical standards of 

journalists being fairly low as well as the reports being objective and not fair. “Media skepticism 

is the feeling that the mainstream media are neither credible nor reliable, that journalists do not 

live by their professional standards, and the the news media get in the way of society rather than 

help society” (Ariely, 2014, p. 506). There are many findings in news media trust research that 

support the idea that media use is closely related to news media trust. In addition, it also displays 

the idea that use of non mainstream media is directly related with distrust in the media (Tsfati & 

Ariely, 2014). For example, if an individual views the news media as threatening to their own 

values and beliefs, this would influence their negative trust in media. Lower levels of trust in 

media are correlated with greater perceptions hostility toward the news media (Tsfati & Cohen, 

2005).  

In general, news media trust has been on a steady decline in the United States since 1976. 

A Knight Foundation and Gallup Poll shows a significant decline in news media trust. “A 



majority of those who were surveyed said they had lost trust in the media in recent years, and 

more than 30 percent of those who identified themselves as being on the conservative end of the 

spectrum said they had not only lost faith in the media, but they ‘expect that change to be 

permanent” (CJC, 2018, p. 1). There was an additional poll administered that was more specific. 

It asked about Americans’ confidence in U.S. major institutions, newspapers, and television 

news. These results were also extremely low: 45 percent of Americans said they had very little to 

no confidence in television news. The only other institution that received a more negative result 

was Congress.  

When people were asked why they do not trust the media, 45 percent said it was due to 

inaccuracy, bias, “fake news,” and “alternative facts.” Respondents also mentioned there is a 

lack of credibility, and reports are based off of opinions and emotions: 20 percent of adults 18 to 

34 years old said politically focused coveraged or partisan bias was a factor in the lack of trust 

(CJC, 2018). Americans attitude toward the news media has reached its lowest point. Research 

continues to show that news credibility is becoming a growing issue. However, research also 

showed that Americans’ are more trusting of their preferred outlet. They are also more trusting of 

local news outlets opposed to national (Arceneaux, Johnson, & Murphy, 2012). A Research 

Intelligencer study (2018) conducted via Brand Keys, analyzed 4,012 viewers who rated both 

broadcast and cable news organizations that they watch at least three times per week to 

determine how much they trusted each network: 90 percent of the viewers surveyed said they 

trusted the BBC. This was the top news outlet trusted out of other outlets like MSNBC, CBS, 

NBC and ABC.  

 



Social role of news media 

A social role is a set of connected behaviors, rights, obligations, beliefs, and norms as 

conceptualized by people in a social situation (Webster, n.d.). 

 Andaleeb, Rahman, Rajeb, Akter, and Gulshan (2012) explained television news 

programs allow the audience to identify problems in society and understand the cause and 

implications of those problems as they watch the newscast. Therefore, the social role that 

television news has is a very important factor and can affect the overall credibility of the 

journalists and news station overall. Studies showed that critics feel that journalism does not 

disseminate public affairs information that is important to democratization and social 

development. Critics see this concept as failing to achieve social obligations.  

However, there are also beliefs that if journalists are put in this social role, the 

antagonistic nature of the media can backfire and become dangerous and result in alienation of 

citizens’ viewership as a whole (Kasoma, 1997).  Furthermore, the action of trying to increase 

public awareness on a variety of issues has its downside. Ultimately, the act making the public 

more conscious of social injustices can lead to physical violence, harassment, abuse or death by 

journalists in some countries (Andaleeb et al., 2012).  

News platforms such as print and broadcast have always been a medium for the public to 

use to find out what is happening in the world around them. It has also been used to find out 

happenings in the private worlds of important officials and institutions. “News media has 

functioned from a guard dog perspective as an important set of communication agencies in the 

social system” (Donohue, Tichenor, & Olien, 1995, p. 1). The mass media also takes the strong 



role of reporting on major public issues. The media typically investigates those who have a great 

deal of power and influence amongst the social systems (Donohue, Tichenor, & Olien, 1995).  

News media play an important part in the development of modern society, and they help 

keep it stable (Donohue, Tichenor, & Olien, 1995). The Hutchins Commission, also known as 

the Commission on Freedom of the Press, was formed during World War II. Henry Luce, Time 

and Life magazine publisher asked Robert Hutchins, who was the president of the University of 

Chicago, to recruit a group of people to discuss and inquire the social role media should have in 

a modern democracy.  

The Commission came to the conclusion that the mass media has a social responsibility 

to uphold due to its influential role it plays in society (Westley, 1977). Social cognitive theory 

provides an agentic conceptual framework within which to examine the determinants and 

mechanisms of such effects (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). This theory explains how news media 

practices are spread because individuals observe and digest the news. “Communications systems 

operate through two pathways. In the direct pathway, they promote changes by informing, 

enabling, motivating, and guiding participants. In the socially mediated pathway, media 

influences link participants to social networks and community settings that provide natural 

incentives and continued personalized guidance, for desired change” (Bandura, 2009, p. 128). 

The social role of media influences people’s minds and increases public awareness about 

different issues in America today.  

Eveland and Shah (2003) explained there are a variety of ways to evaluate and 

understand the link between perceptions of social reality and the mass media. One of them is to 

acknowledge the role of mass media to act as an independent variable when evaluating the 



creation of social reality perceptions. It is also possible an individual can acknowledge the role of 

media reality as a dependent variable. “This has been the focus of work on the third-person effect 

(perceptions of media impact) and the hostile-media phenomenon (perceptions of media 

content)” (Eveland & Shah, 2003, p. 105). 

 

Social role of local news  

Rausch (2002) described mass communication through mass media as an “important 

social process whereby media organizations produce and transmit messages to large publics on 

one side, with those messages sought, used, understood, and in some cases recursively 

influenced by those audiences on the other” (p. 102). He explained mass communication is 

believed to act as a reinforcer to viewers’ already existing opinions and attitudes by 

strengthening them. It is also possible that news media has a profound impact and can go as far 

as changing a viewers’ attitude or opinions. In reference to communication models while 

examining social reality, it is important to consider elaboration likelihood and agenda setting 

theory.  

Rausch (2002) described the outcome of elaboration likelihood as “an outcome 

orientation towards information use and acceptance or rejection based on a high level of 

motivation and an ability to evaluate the arguments themselves” (p.103). When evaluating how 

news media and social reality are related, agenda-setting also functions in terms of issue 

structuring and persuasion. The media agent creates pertinent issues or images in the minds of 

viewers, resulting in a profound influence in public agenda.  



Rausch (2002) examined and explored the social role of the local media by analyzing a 

newspaper in relation to local volunteer activity in a rural Japanese prefecture. He wanted to 

divulge into the idea of the role of local newspaper media in generating a citizen volunteer 

consciousness. He predicted that the local newspaper had potential for generating and sharing 

social knowledge to make residents conscious about the overall importance and impact of 

volunteerism and volunteer activity. The influence of volunteer organization leaders on media 

and public volunteer-related agendas was also considered. The research was based on three 

components: compilation and analysis of 168 local newspapers, a citizen-group survey, and a 

volunteer organization leader survey regarding media use and credibility. The data showed that 

the local newspaper generated positive volunteer consciousness. “The results suggest that while 

volunteer organization leadership is active in contacting the media, they appear to be less careful 

in establishing or policing the message they would have the media deliver” (p. 102). Overall, the 

newspaper created a positive volunteer consciousness to the local communities.  

Even though local television news’ audience has declined over the years, it still remains a 

prime news source for Americans (Tanner, Friedman, & Zheng, 2015). In 2017, viewership for 

network local affiliate news stations (ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC) declined in key time slots, 

which is morning (6 a.m. to 9 a.m.), early evening, (4 p.m. to 7 p.m.) and late night (11 p.m. to 2  

a.m.), according to Score StationView Essentials data. Local TV average audience for the late 

night and early evening news time slots declined 7 percent for both  (Pew Research Center, 

2018).  Local television networks are still dedicating the same amount of time to broadcast news, 

but people are still watching less. The average amount of weekday local TV news programming 

was steady in 2017, according to the RTDNA/Hofstra University survey. Local TV stations 

https://rtdna.org/article/research_2018_local_news_by_the_numbers#TVH


dedicated an average of 5.6 hours to news programming per weekday in 2017, similar to 5.7 

hours in 2016 (Pew Research Center, 2018). Data show there is a strong relationship between 

age and television news habits. According to the results, younger adults are less likely to get their 

news from all three TV platforms (local, cable and network). 49 percent of people 65 and older 

get their news from network TV, however, only 8 percent of adults 18 to 29 get news from 

network TV (Pew Research Center, 2018) .  

 

Cognitive bias 

A large majority of the public believes the news media are biased. Ultimately, most news 

consumers consider the direction of the bias to be against their own values and beliefs. Eveland 

and Shah (2003) refer to the examination of individual-level variables that could lead to 

perceptions of bias when objective biases are not present. They claim it is easy to draw the 

conclusion that prominent Republicans always argue that the news media favors Democratic 

candidates. In 1992, George Bush’s heavily repeated sound-bite, “Annoy the media: Re-elect 

Bush” is a simple social observation that can lead an individual to draw this conclusion. 

“Democrats point to the lack of a real media honeymoon for Bill Clinton and the media frenzy 

surrounding numerous scandals during his presidency as evidence of a conservative bias” (p. 

104). 

Vallone, Ross, and Lepper, (1985) did a study that evaluated and explored the 

perceptions of media bias in the presidential election in 1980. An experiment was also conducted 

in order to study the perceived bias in media coverage during the Beirut massacre of 1982.  The 

results of the studies concluded that bias toward news stories is always perceived to be against 



the individuals’ own belief or value. It was also concluded that bias perceptions were those 

individuals who were heavily involved or committed to the relevant issue in comparison to 

individuals who were neutral toward the issue. The researchers explained that Republicans 

believe that news is always reported in favor of Democrats. However, Democrats believe that 

news is reported in favor of Republicans.  

When individuals perceive bias in news reports, they perceive the bias to run in a 

“counter attitudinal direction” (Eveland & Shah, 2003, p. 104). Vallone et al. (1985) introduced 

the term hostile media phenomenon that consists of two elements. The first part of this definition 

explains that partisans assess the fairness of the media’s facts and arguments in a different 

manner in favor of their own values and beliefs about the “objective merits of each side’s case 

and their corresponding views about the nature of unbiased coverage” (p. 577). The second part 

of this definition explains “partisans reported different perceptions and recollections about the 

program content itself. Each group reported more negative references to their side than positive 

ones, and each predicted that the coverage would sway non partisan in a hostile direction” (p. 

577). This phenomenon states that when individuals assume media bias, it is ultimately a 

“self-serving attempt to secure preferential treatment” (p. 577).  

All humans are subject to cognitive bias. Biases make it so people only desire to hear 

perspectives that relate closely to what they believe and to only engage with stories that fit their 

opinions. “Our judgment and decision making, although often reasonably accurate, are 

frequently clouded by a plethora of biases and heuristics” (Lilianfeld, Ammirati, & Landfield, 

2009, p. 391). Researchers have been looking for ways to fix cognitive bias in humans. They 

have even concluded that if they found ways to debiase humans on a grand scale, it could “prove 



to be scientific psychology’s most important contribution to reducing ideological extremism and 

both inter- and intragroup conflict” (Lilianfeld et al., 2009, p. 391). 

Given the current political climate, fake news has been a major topic among Americans. 

President Donald Trump has claimed that the mainstream media reports fake news daily. 

Cognitive bias plays a significant role in why Americans call some news fake. According to 

Blom (2013), people use their prior knowledge and opinions to refute contradictory information. 

If people are President Trump supporters and agree with his beliefs, it will be easier for them to 

be bias against the news media and believe what he says. Blom (2013) said:  

It may be that this is the default situation for humans (in this section also described as the 

natural state) to stick to their beliefs, but that modification of those beliefs is possible for 

people with different motivations, such as the goal to possess accurate knowledge and 

opinion. If a majority of people within a society prefer accuracy over cognitive bias, this 

would be reflected in their news statement believability when people who a high 

value-relevant involvement in a political topic. (p. 44) 

 

Misinformation 

Lewandowsky, Ecker, Seifert, Schwarz, and Cook (2012) explained misinformation is 

spread in society both inadvertently and purposely. “Misinformation can originate from rumors, 

but also from works of fiction, governments and politicians, and vested interests” (p. 106) The 

Internet and the distinct change in the media landscape has had a profound influence on the way 

information is disseminated and how misinformation is spread. There are cognitive factors that 

contribute to misinformation resistant to correction such as how people assess the truth of 



different statements and how individuals evaluate what they believe is true. An individual's 

memory should be evaluated for misinformation as well.  

There is a societal cost of misformation. Kuklinski, Quirk, Jerit, Schwieder, and Rich 

(2000) explained the main components of a well-functioning democracy relies on an educated 

and well-informed population. If the majority of individuals believe that a statement is factually 

incorrect, the misinformation can result in a political or societal decision that is not in society’s 

best interest. Additionally, if the public is misinformed, it is easier for them to make decisions 

for their families or themselves that can result in negative or serious consequences.  Kuklinski et 

al. (2000) clearly stated ignorance and reliance on misinformation are two complete differences. 

In this case, ignorance was referred to as the absence of relevant knowledge. The effects of 

ignorance were not as severe or detrimental as the effects misinformation has on the 

decision-making process (Kuklinski et al., 2000).  

Misinformation can be spread in a variety of ways. Typically, the intent is not to mislead. 

When journalists are reporting and updating information as an event is evolving, it is 

unavoidable and unintentional when misinformation is spread (Kuklinski et al., 2000). Kuklinski 

et al., (2000) explained there are many sources and outlets that are responsible for the spread of 

misinformation:  

● Rumors and fiction: Rumor-spreading is a type of misinformation that society has 

struggled with for ages. Works of fiction can also lead to a plethora of 

long-lasting facts that are filled with misconceptions. 

● Governments and politicians: These keys players in society can be powerful 

sources of misinformation if it’s done unintentionally or on purpose. 



● Vested interests: For the interests of corporate entities, it has been very common 

for these outlets to influence public debate by disseminating incorrect 

information. 

● Media: The purpose of the news media is to inform the public, however, 

sometimes misinformation is spread from lack of analysis or accuracy.  

 

The public obtains a great deal of information from the media through a variety of outlets 

such as magazines, print newspapers, television, radio, and the Internet. The media are 

sometimes responsible for reporting and spreading false information in order to be first on a 

story in order to keep it as timely as possible. When this happens, the media might get the facts 

wrong, which contributes to the spread of misinformation inadvertently. For example, science is 

difficult to understand, and when journalists cover scientific studies the act of simplification is 

needed in order to make it relatable and understandable to the public. However, 

oversimplification can lead to a misunderstanding. In addition, journalistics ethics stress for 

reports to be balanced and done fairly to express both sides. However, if the media sticks to this 

journalistic principle even when the “balance” is not necessary, this can also become misleading 

to the viewer or consumer of news (Kuklinski et al., 2000).  

Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis (2003) analyzed the role of the media before and during the 

Iraq war in evoking public consent for the use of military force. Before the war and in the 

postwar era, a significant amount of the American population had false knowledge in regard to 

why it was essential to go to Iraq for war. The researchers concluded that the level of belief in 

misinformation in the public has extremely different results based off of the preferred news 



outlets. Whereas Fox News viewers are misinformed the most, and National Public Radio 

listeners are misinformed the least (Kull, Ramsay, & Lewis, 2003).  

“Fake news” has become a widely understood phrase amongst Americans and the spread 

of misinformation goes hand-in-hand with the popular term. “Journalists pursue knowledge 

through a discipline of verification providing epistemologically defensible standards for creating 

and communicating knowledge about the social world. Among these standards are reliability, 

truthfulness, and independence. Ultimately, the practice pursues knowledge to help citizens 

participate meaningfully in the public sphere (Borden & Tew, 2007).” Misinformation and 

disinformation are two forms of what people call “fake news.” Misinformation is typically what 

people refer to as an honest mistake. For example, if a reputable, credible news outlet makes an 

error and it spreads naturally, this would be the spread of misinformation.  

However, disinformation is deliberately wrong and is spread on purpose. The main goal 

of spreading disinformation is to lead people to believe something that is far from the truth. For 

example, during the 2016 US Presidential election, fake news and disinformation was spread 

aimlessly on the Internet. Russian humans, bots, or “cyborgs” were created to spread false 

information on social media sites. Fake social media accounts were tied to Russia’s professional 

trolls, which was a part of The Russian propaganda campaign (Persily, 2017). The fake 

American social media accounts that Russia created influenced the election in many ways. Social 

media playrd a pivotal role in political contests, so spreading anti-Clinton ads on Facebook and 

Twitter was a prime example of what the spread of disinformation can do on a global scale. 

 

 



 

News believability 

 In 1985, the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) published the results of 

their year-long study of public attitudes toward the news media. Robinson & Kohut (1988) 

analyzed the results and stated that their conclusion of the public has some serious reservations 

about the credibility of the press-made clear that there is a real image problem for the media.  

The credibility of news media is measured by Andaleeb et al. (2012) as the following: 

● presents information from reliable sources 

● provides precise and immediate information 

● presents facts and in-depth information 

● provides regular updates to an evolving situation 

● news reporters are experts in reporting and are skilled  

 

Sundar (1999) explained a news consumers’ depiction of a news stories’ believability, 

accuracy, and disturbing content are more likely to represent a single criteria of news perception 

in regard to a print medium rather than online. Robinson and Kohut (1988) conducted a study to 

see how men and women responded to 39 news organizations and news personalities by a 

nationally representative sample of 2,104 to analyze believability ratings. The findings of the 

study showed why people choose to believe the news content that they believe: 

 First, the overwhelming majority of the general public believes most of what it hears, 

sees, or reads in the nation's press. Second, perceived "believability" of the news media is 

not closely related to those political and demographic variables that typically divide 



public opinion in America. Third, the public does "group" the news media in terms of 

"believability," but the groupings do not equate with the dichotomy usually drawn 

between television and print journalism. (Robinson & Kohut, 1988) 

As they concluded, the level of believability and accuracy can depend on the medium the news is 

disseminated on. Speakman (2011) conducted a study to measure believability and accuracy on a 

local, state, and national level with newspapers. Surveys were mailed to 200 subscribers of the 

local paper, and an online survey was posted on the paper’s website and Facebook page. Fifty 

print surveys were returned and one person responded to the survey online.  

This study showed that readers thought a local paper in a small Texas community was 

more believable and accurate than the Texas state newspaper and The New York Times. Results 

further indicated those who read more than 15 minutes of news online per day believed the local 

paper to be less accurate and less believable than those who read less news online. Differences in 

the believability and accuracy rankings were greater when the other three newspapers (state and 

national) were considered. The local paper readers gave the newspaper very high believability 

and accuracy ratings. National surveys showed low credibility ratings for all forms of media with 

declines over the last decade until there was a small increase in 2010 results. “Future research 

should examine both subscribers to other newspapers and nonsubscribers in rural areas to 

determine if the believability ratings in national studies are indicative of the public’s attitudes 

simply toward larger media outlets and not the newspaper industry overall” (Speakman, 2011, p. 

2). 

 

 



 

Expectancy violations 

Burgoon (1993) described expectancy violations theory as an “interpersonal 

communication theory that makes the counterintuitive claim that violations of expectations are 

sometimes preferable to confirmations of expectations” (p. 1). There is also a clear distinction 

between negative and positive violations. This theory suggests that an individual will get  

desirable results from positive violations. However, the best advice for communications is to 

avoid violations of expectations. The theory has evolved tremendously over the years because of 

the extension to nonverbal behaviors. It has also been applicable to different settings such as 

interviews and interpersonal conversations. “Expectancy violations theory was created to explain 

the communicative effects of proxemics violations during interpersonal and group interaction. 

Proxemics is related to the organization, use, and interpretation of space and distance (p. 1). 

When people are communicating, each individual creates an ideal response or expectation of 

how the other person will respond or react (Kelley, 1972). For example, every culture has 

different social norms in terms of proxemics in relation to interpersonal spacing, conversation 

distance and use of territory. Burgoon (1993) explained Mediterranean cultures have a different 

idea of personal space than those from Scandinavian cultures. Additionally, men stand farther 

apart and with a less direct body orientation than women. “For strangers, expectations are based 

on social norms associated with their personal characteristics like gender or culture, relationship  

factors like status or trust, and context factors like the type of interaction and setting” (p. 2).  

Burgoon (1993)’s research about expectancy violations concluded: 



● Expectancies have significant effects on an individual's behavior and have persistent 

effects on interaction.  

● Communicator reward behavior impacts communication patterns and outcomes by itself 

and with violation characteristics. 

● Violations of nonverbal communication increase attention and generate orientation 

feedback. 

● Obscure violations with several meanings have an affected interpretation by the violator’s 

reward disposition. However, when they have adequately consistent social meanings, 

reward  behavior is not relevant.  

● Violations that are nonverbal often, but not always, change responses relative to 

corresponding confirmations. 

 

Expectancy violations focus on an individual’s perception of an interaction. For 

examples, Kelley (1972) used attribution analysis of persuasion in order to draw conclusions as 

to how expectancy violations influences believability. Blom (2013) said, “He [Kelley] contended 

that the message recipient cannot be sure that a source is being candid when a message confirms 

expectancies, but the receiver may conclude that a source has overcome his or her self-interest 

when expectancies are disconfirmed. Such act of perceived honesty would then  

lead to a higher believability” (p. 9). This explained the relationship between an expectancy 

violation leading to a higher level of believability.  

Blom (2013) tested this theory and Kelley’s model using CNN and Fox News in an 

online survey experiment with 1329 randomly selected US adults. He used an environmental 



news story with a headline ‘Polar Bear Population Keeps Growing at North Pole.’ Blom (2013) 

said, “The study concluded that highly distrusted sources were more believable than more trusted 

sources when news content expectancy was taken into account, but primarily more so in the 

CNN condition than for Fox News.” He also explained that the results showed that it was 

possible that some people became correctly informed, however, some did not. It also was 

contingent upon what news source they were given, even when the news content was the exact 

same.  

Hypotheses 

 

H1a: There will be no difference in believability between Fox59 and Fox News.  

H1b: The WISH-TV  news article will be more believable than the Fox59 article. 

H1c The WISH-TV news article will be more believable than the Fox News article. 

H2: The more the TV News channels are seen as playing a positive social role, the more credible 

the news will be to the viewers.  

H3a: Highly expected news content from trusted news sources will be more believable than 

highly expected news content from distrusted sources.  

H3b: Highly unexpected news content from distrusted news sources will be more believable than 

highly expected news content from distrusted sources. 

 

Method  

The method consisted of a written survey. A group of 124 Ball State students were 

recruited from six news class sections for the purpose of this study. There were six conditions 



based on three news outlets (Fox59, WISH-TV, Fox News) and each participant was exposed to 

either a partisan or nonpartisan broadcast transcript. These items were chosen to see the impact 

that partisanship has in regard to the television news outlet and believability in viewers. The 

partisan story was about a federal judge in Texas saying the Affordable Care Act is 

unconstitutional (see Appendices A, C, E). The nonpartisan story was about a fatal deer disease 

moving closer to Indiana (see Appendices B, D, F). Participants took the first half of the survey 

and then analyzed one partisan or nonpartisan story that each news outlet (Fox59, Fox News, and 

WISH-TV) reported on. After they read the story, they answered the second set of questions on 

the survey. This survey measured news source trust, message expectancy, story believability, 

social role, political partisanship, and attitudes toward the Affordable Care Act (ACC). 

 

Questionnaire Items  

 

Believability.  After participants read the news article, a 5-point scale used by Blom (2018) was 

used to determine if they thought the specific article was: 

● Factually true 

● Believable 

● Accurate 

● Realistic 

● Unbiased 

● Can be trusted 



A confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax rotation with 

one factor explaining 63% of the variance. All but one item in this analysis had primary loadings 

over .8, except one item with a loading of over .6. Internal consistency for the scales was 

examined Cronbach’s alpha (.88).  

 

Trust. Before participants were exposed to the headline, news trust believability was measured 

by a 5-item likert scale that was used by previous researchers including Blom (2018). 

Participants used the scale to determine if each news outlet was: 

●  Fair  

● Unbiased 

● Telling the whole story 

● Accurate 

● Trustworthy 

For Fox News, a confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax 

rotation with one factor explaining 67% of the variance. All items in this analysis had primary 

loadings over .7. Internal consistency for the scales was examined Cronbach’s alpha (.88).  

For Fox59, a confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax 

rotation with one factor explaining 65% of the variance. All items in this analysis had primary 

loadings over .68. Internal consistency for the scales was examined Cronbach’s alpha (.86).  

For WISH-TV, a confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax 

rotation with one factor explaining 70% of the variance. All items in this analysis had primary 

loadings over .7. Internal consistency for the scales was examined Cronbach’s alpha (.88).  



 

Expectancy. Before the participants read the news article, they were asked to express their 

expectations for the following television news sources: CNN, Fox, Fox59, WISH-TV.  

Participants were asked to what degree they agreed or disagreed with the statement that 

the article was factually true using the following:  

● Unsurprising 

● Expected 

● Predictable 

● Anticipated 

This scale was adopted in Blom’s (2018) study.  

The confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax rotation with 

one factor explaining 76% of the variance. All items in this analysis had primary loadings over 

.8.  Internal consistency for the scales was examined Cronbach’s alpha (.90).  

 

Interaction. An interaction variable between news source trust and news content expectancy was 

illustrated on the news content believability model. The individual scores were subsequently 

centered by subtracting those scores from the sample mean for each variable and the 

measurement of those independent variables has been explained above. The centered scores were 

multiplied for each individual to create the interaction score. 

 

Social Role. Participants were also asked to express their opinion about social role, which was 

measured by a 5-item likert scale adopted by researcher Andaleeb et al. (2012) as the following: 



● Playing an important role in improving society 

● Building awareness of the dominant issues 

● Contributing to solving political, social and economic problems 

● Campaigning for the right social causes 

A confirmatory factor analysis of the items was conducted using varimax rotation with 

one factor explaining 55% of the variance. All items in this analysis had primary loadings over 

.7. Internal consistency for the scales was examined Cronbach’s alpha (.72).  

 

Analysis. Hypothesis 1 was analyzed by conducting a one-way ANOVA, in which news 

believability was predicted by the news source condition. The analysis was conducted with the 

partisan and nonpartisan stories combined, and individually. Hypothesis 2 was analyzed by 

conducting a simple regression in which news believability was predicted by social role. 

Hypothesis 3 was analyzed conducting a ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, in which news 

believability was predicted by news source trust, news content expectancy, and the interaction 

between news source trust and news content expectancy. 

 Before the analyses, the data were scanned for missing value points. After removing the 

data for the participants for answering less than half the items on the questionnaire, for the 

majority of the variables, the amount missing was less than 2%. A considerable amount of 

participants answered “don’t know” for news source trust items for FOX59 and WISH-TV, about 

12% and 18%, respectively. Five iterations of multiple imputations was used in SPSS 25 to 

replace missing values, except when participants did not fill out all items for a particular 



multi-item scale. The results of those participants were excluded for analyses that included that 

particular multi-item scale.  

Results  

Hypotheses 1a stated there will be no difference in believability between Fox59 and Fox 

News. This was proposed due to the fact the television network “Fox” is in both of the news 

network names at the local and national level. This hypotheses was influenced due to the nature 

of journalism news today because viewers associate bias and a low rate of believability with the 

word “Fox.” The next two hypotheses are closely related. Hypotheses 1b stated the WISH-TV 

news article will be more believable than the Fox59 article. Hypotheses 1c stated the WISH-TV 

news article will be more believable than the Fox News article. These hypotheses were proposed 

because WISH-TV does not have a network affiliation. It stands alone, which can lead a viewer 

to believe it acts independently without bias.  

Political and non-political stories combined from Fox59 (M = 3.5, SD = 0.5)  were 

slightly more believable than Fox News (M = 3.2, SD = 0.9) . Stories attributed to WISH-TV (M 

= 3.6, SD = 0.7)  were slightly more believable than Fox59 and Fox News. For Political stories 

only  from Fox59 (M = 3.5, SD = 0.4)  were slightly more believable than Fox News (M = 3.0, 

SD = 1.1). Stories attributed to WISH-TV (M = 3.8, SD = 0.6)  were slightly more believable 

than Fox59 and Fox News. For non-political stories only from Fox59 (M = 3.5, SD = 0.6)  were 

slightly more believable than Fox News (M = 3.3, SD = 0.8) . Stories attributed to WISH-TV (M 

= 3.5, SD = 0.8 ) were slightly more believable than Fox59 and Fox News.  

When the political and non-political stories are combined, there are statistically 

significant differences in believability among the three networks, F (2,119) = 4.25, p = .016. For 



non-political stories only, there are no statistically significant differences in believability among 

the three networks, F (2,64) = 0.54, p = .584.   For political stories only, there are also 

statistically significant differences among the three networks, F (2,52) = 5.99, p < .001.  

A LSD post hoc analysis among the political stories indicated that the believability for 

Fox News was statistically significantly lower than Fox59 (p < .05) and WISH-TV (p < .01). 

There is no statistically significant difference between Fox59 and WISH-TV (p = .121). 

There was no evidence in support for hypothesis 2a for the non-political story, but there 

was evidence to support for the political story. There was no evidence in support of hypotheses 

2b. There was evidence in support for hypothesis 2c for the non political story, but there is 

evidence to support for the political story. However, the mean differences were always in the 

expected direction and non-significant results may be due to low sample sizes, in particularly for 

the political stories.  

Hypotheses 2 stated the more the TV News channels are seen as playing a positive social 

role, the more credible the news will be to the viewers.  This was proposed because research 

shows the news media plays a very influential role in society. When this role is positive, it could 

heighten the credibility and believability of the news network to the viewers.  

A simple regression demonstrated that there may be a small influence of social role on 

believability of news articles. However, a simple regression indicated no statistically significant 

result for social role, although there is a small beta- coefficient  (ß = .15, p = .10). This provides 

no evidence in support of hypothesis 2.  

Hypotheses 3a and 3b are closely related: 3a states highly expected news content from 

trusted news sources will be more believable than highly expected news content from distrusted 



sources; 3b stated highly unexpected news content from distrusted news sources will be more 

believable than highly expected news content from distrusted sources.   

For the Fox News condition the theoretical model with news source trust, content 

expectancy, and the interaction between them explained 42 percent of the variance in news 

content believability. All three independent variables are statistically significant:  news source 

trust (ß = .65, p < .001), content expectancy (ß = .44, p < .01) and the interaction (ß = .42, p < 

.05). This provided evidence in support of hypothesis 3a.  

For the Fox59 condition the theoretical model explained 14 percent of the variance in 

news content believability. Only the content expectancy variable was statistically significant (ß = 

.38, p < .05). This provided no evidence in support of hypothesis 3a.  

For the WISH-TV condition the theoretical model explained 38 percent of the variance in 

news content believability. There are two statistically significant results for two of the variables: 

content expectancy (ß = .72, p < .001) and the interaction (ß = -.31, p < .05). This provides 

evidence in support of hypothesis 3a, but the interaction was in the opposite direction compared 

to Fox News, most likely for the large influence of content expectancy on news believability. 

 

Discussion 

This study investigated to what extent the source affiliation of local and national 

television news networks in the United States impact trust and believability in news. Prior 

research focused on an interaction between news source trust and news content expectancy, as 

well as the trust level between television and newspapers (Blom, 2018). A theoretical model was 

tested to explain news believability to see if it differs between local and national outlets. The 



core of the theoretical model was used to analyze expectancy violations to investigate cognitive 

bias. 

The results of the survey experiment showed some evidence that Fox59 is more 

believable than Fox News, and WISH-TV is more believable than Fox59 when it comes to 

partisan news coverage, yet not for non-partisan news coverage. Political identification and 

attitudes did not contribute much to the difference in believability. It was predicted that “Fox,” as 

part of local news station names, would have negative connotation for some news audiences, 

because of close similarity in name with Fox News. A growing number of U.S. adults, as well as 

participants of this study, have indicated low trustworthiness in Fox News in recent years. 

Therefore, WISH-TV, without a Fox affiliation, was predicted to be more believable than Fox59 

and Fox News.  

Local Fox affiliates are put in a difficult situation when choosing how to present 

themselves to the public by using either the station call letters or the network affiliate name. As 

stated above, the “Fox” network name carries a lot of weight and biases at the national level. If 

Fox59 chose to identify by their call letters (WXIN), it would be possible the station could 

escape the cognitive biases people tie to the word “Fox.” However, identifying this way could 

also have a downside. Branding by the call letters may make it harder for viewers to identify the 

station, and it may not have the same stature of credibility as being called Fox59 because of the 

Fox network’s successful shows and programming, as well as actors and show presenters. The 

success of the Fox59 newscasts is partly due to the highly-watched Fox content before the news 

shows, as audiences may continue to watch the programming without changing channels.  



The survey results showed almost one-out-of-five participants chose the “I don’t know” 

answer when asked questions about the Indianapolis local television station WISH-TV. This 

station lost its CBS affiliation in 2015 after having it for almost 60 years (Swiatek & Lindquist, 

2014). Today, they have the CW affiliate, but it does not carry the same credibility as CBS 

because it is a smaller network that is not as well-known (Lindquist, 2014). In the future, this can 

lead to a decrease in viewership and overall audiences for the morning, afternoon, and evening 

newscasts.  

This study also demonstrated further support for Kull, Ramsay and Lewis (2003) who 

found television viewers’ preferred news outlets have a large influence on the level of belief in 

misinformation. This study showed the profound impact of misinformation and how the same 

story can be used, but it can be reviewed differently based off the news network source. The 

results also illustrated how local television news is seen as more believable than national news.  

The data showed that a large amount of participants already had strong feelings about the 

news outlets (Fox, Fox59, CNN, WISH-TV) prior to reading the news stories. This segment of 

the survey experiment supported the concept of expectancy violations and its impact on viewers. 

“Before receiving the communication, the eventual receiver may already have had an idea about 

what the other person was going to say (premessage expectancies) based on previous experiences 

with the source or information or from third-parties about the source” (Blom, 2018, p. 4). The 

participants already had an idea of what each news outlet was going to report on and its level of 

truthfulness before even reading the article. These cognitive biases played a pivotal role in their 

survey responses prior to reading the article.  



Rausch (2002) analyzed the social role of a local newspaper in generating a citizen 

volunteer consciousness based on three components: 

●  Analyzing 168 local newspaper articles between 1993-2001 with the keywords 

(volunteer, hoshi, NPO) in the headline or title 

● Citizen-group survey that asked participants about media use, credibility, and 

newspaper-based volunteer activity image and influence 

● Volunteer organization leader survey that asked participants about media use, 

credibility, newspaper-based volunteer activity image and influence, and 

international use of newspaper media. 

This study examined whether social role could play a role in predicting news content 

believability, although there was only minimal evidence that it did. However, for this study 

participants were asked to respond to four statements on a 5-point likert scale that referred to the 

relationship between TV and social role in general. The questions were not tailored to specific 

television news stations used in the study. In the future, this concept could be measured 

differently by asking questions about a specific outlet to get a clearer answer about attitudes and 

beliefs toward local and national television outlets.  

The concept of social role can also be used to gain credibility. Because WISH-TV lost its 

affiliate, it is imperative that the station works harder to reach different audiences in the larger 

Indianapolis metro area and other areas within East Central Indiana who may have not heard of 

them. From proven research attributed to Rausch (2012), being present in the community and 

uniting resident’s consciousness about positive acts such as volunteering can get the public’s 



attention. WISH-TV should make a distinct effort to be as present in the community as possible 

to build credibility and a strong relationship with neighboring towns.  

Attempts to educate the public about the difference between real and “fake” news is 

essential in improving trust in news media. Media literacy would contribute to a better 

understanding how to evaluate if a story is inaccurate of has perceived bias. For journalism 

students, there should be required media literacy classes to educate the next generations on how 

to choose reliable news content to stop the spread of misinformation. It would also help viewers 

understand that Fox News at the national level is not directly associated with Fox59 at a local 

level. However, the responsibility is not solely on the public. It is also important for journalists to 

work harder to regain lost trust. Admitting when a journalist is wrong is important in regard to 

transparency between the television news network and the viewers. The American Press Institute 

(2016) did a study on how trust can be broken in news and how the confidence in the press has 

been on a steady decline. The survey found that the two most common problems people said 

contributed to their lack of trust was perceived evidence of bias found in a news story or a news 

source was blatantly inaccurate. The research concluded it is important that journalists do not tell 

one sided stories and triple-check their work to ensure it is 100 percent accurate. The survey 

results demonstrated viewers believe if a mistake is made, it is important for the news outlet to 

take ownership of the mistake and correct it to ensure transparency, honesty, and credibility (The 

American Press Institute, 2016).  

 

 

 



 

Limitations  

The research design of this study had a few limitations that should be mentioned in future 

research. The respondents were Ball State students, so the demographics were not representative 

to every age, race, income ect. in the United States. Additionally, it was a small sample and some 

of the subsamples were even smaller. Therefore, the findings cannot be extended to the entire 

United States population. The news believability model should be tested with a larger population 

because the results may vary slightly with larger samples and whether there are true differences 

among the believability of television news networks. There is a possibility WISH-TV wasn’t 

taken seriously because of the name of the station. For participants who aren’t familiar with the 

station, it could easily be interpreted as not a legitimate news outlet. Also, television news on a 

local and national level was the only form of news tested. Print, radio, and online publications 

should also be analyzed at the local and national level to determine if the results are similar or 

different.  

 

Future research 

Future research could include other stories that cover different topics rather than solely 

political and non-political. There were only two stories utilized in this study, but future 

researchers can expand on the topics to see if a different conclusion is made. The only local Fox 

affiliate used in this experiment was from Indianapolis, Indiana. Other Fox affiliates based in 

other cities should be tested to see if the geographic location makes a difference. Participants 

used the “I do not know” option often when answering survey questions about the local news 



outlets. The concept of using Fox59’s call letters “WXIN” to identify the station rather than 

Fox59 should be explored to see if there’s a different in using the same operation, but with a 

different identification name. Additionally, some students did not have knowledge about the 

local outlets, which can prevent them from answering the survey as accurately as possible. 

Overall, this study can be expanded on and used as a gateway to a variety of other television 

news studies in the future.  
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Fox News Partisan Story Stimuli 
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Fox News Nonpartisan Story Stimuli 
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Fox59 Partisan Story Stimuli 
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Fox59 Nonpartisan Story Stimuli 
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WISH-TV Partisan Story Stimuli 
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WISH-TV Nonpartisan Story Stimuli 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Appendix G 
 
 

Questionnaire - Before  
 
NEWS MEDIA 2019 STUDY- SURVEY 
 
Select one answer for the following statements: 
If you would read a news story from CNN 
would you expect it to be… 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I don’t 
know 

Fair O O O O O O 
Unbiased  O O O O O O 
Telling the whole story O O O O O O 
Accurate O O O O O O 
Trustworthy  O O O O O O 
 
 

If you would read a news story from Fox 
News would you expect it to be… 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I don’t 
know 

Fair O O O O O O 
Unbiased  O O O O O O 
Telling the whole story O O O O O One 
Accurate O O O O O O 
Trustworthy  O O O O O O 
 
 

If you would read a news story from FOX 59 
would you expect it to be… 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I don’t 
know 

Fair O O O O O O 
Unbiased  O O O O O O 
Telling the whole story O O O O O O 
Accurate O O O O O O 
Trustworthy  O O O O O O 
 
 

If you would read a news story from 
WISH-TV would you expect it to be… 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I don’t 
know 

Fair O O O O O O 
Unbiased  O O O O O O 
Telling the whole story O O O O O O 
Accurate O O O O O O 
Trustworthy  O O O O O O 
 

How many days in the past seven days  0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



have you watched or read a news story 
from… 
CNN O O O O O O O O 
Fox News O O O O O O O O 
WISH-TV O O O O O O O O 
FOX 59 O O O O O O O O 
 
 

Please respond to the following statements: Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I don’t 
know 

TV channel's news plays an important role 
in society O O O O O O 

Tv News builds awareness of the dominant 
issues O O O O O O 

TV news contributes to solving political, 
social, economic problems O O O O O O 

TV news campaigns for the right social 
causes O O O O O O 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Appendix H 

 
 

Questionnaire - After 
 

 

What do you think the odds are that this specific 
article is…  

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Factually true O O O O O 
Believable  O O O O O 
Accurate  O O O O O 
Realistic  O O O O O 
Unbiased O O O O O 
Can be trusted O O O O O 
 

The source claims that this article is factually 
true. What do you think about that statement? 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Neither 
(Dis)Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Unsurprising O O O O O 
Expected O O O O O 
Predictable O O O O O 
Anticipated O O O O O 
 

Please answer the following question. Strong 
Democrat 

Leaning 
Democrat 

Neither 
Dem/Rep 

Leaning 
Republican 

Strong 
Republican 

What political party do you identify most with? O O O O O 
 

Please answer the following question. Strong 
Liberal Liberal Neither 

Lib/Con Conservative Strong 
Conservative 

What political ideology do you identify most with? O O O O O 
 

Please answer the following question. Very 
negative 

Fairly 
negative 

Neither 
Pos/Neg 

Fairly 
positive 

Very 
positive 

How do you feel about the Affordable Care Act? O O O O O 
How do you feel about expanding the Affordable 
Care Act? O O O O O 

How do you feel about repealing the Affordable Care 
act? O O O O O 

 

 
 
 
 
 


