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Understanding 
trust/distrust in 
information 
sources



Academic researchers across disciplines agree that trust is vital to social structure BUT there is a lack 
of consensus over how trust is properly defined

What is “trust”?

…a psychological 
predisposition

…a mechanism for 
reducing risk

… dependent on 
sociodemographic factors 

…situationally specific



Today’s conversation

1. Why do we have a crisis of (dis)trust in authoritative information sources?

2. Where are people going / what are they putting their trust into

….and what can we do about it!



Gallup: “Americans' Trust in Media 
Remains at Trend Low”

https://news.gallup.com/poll/651977/americans-trust-media-remains-trend-low.aspx

https://news.gallup.com/poll/651977/americans-trust-media-remains-trend-low.aspx


Distrust extends beyond news media

https://news.gallup.com/poll/647303/confidence-institutions-mostly-flat-police.aspx

https://news.gallup.com/poll/647303/confidence-institutions-mostly-flat-police.aspx


Distrust extends beyond news media

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2023/11/14/americans-

trust-in-scientists-positive-views-of-science-continue-to-decline/

https://www.everylibraryinstitute.org/parent_perceptions_survey_2023

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2023/11/14/americans-trust-in-scientists-positive-views-of-science-continue-to-decline/
https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2023/11/14/americans-trust-in-scientists-positive-views-of-science-continue-to-decline/
https://www.everylibraryinstitute.org/parent_perceptions_survey_2023


> The role of credible critique + “healthy skepticism”

> Polarization and partisan identity

> Mis- and disinformation campaigns

> Expanded (albeit lower quality) alternative options

> Information overwhelm + reduced resources to engage actively 

with information

> Lack of relationship building at the individual + community levels

What is driving distrust?



Where do people go when 

they don’t trust traditional 

sources of information?



> Internet access can (ideally) “democratize” 

information-seeking, yet this is increasingly 

not the case!

> When there is some gatekeeping e.g. 

Google elevating authoritative answers, 

this still requires skills to recognize (and 

trust) this information above the rest of 

search results

> Lack of desire for gatekeeping + a 

demonization of informational quality 

control (as “censorship” or “elitism”)

The consequences of distrust - a lack of 
informational gatekeeping



Case Study: 

- Focus groups with local 
journalists, educators and 
librarians in Bellingham, WA

- Barriers to and resources for 
trust-building, resources 

What can we do about it?

Key takeaways:

- Opportunities for local information providers to support one another in trust-

building

- Identifying and sharing potential causes for concern (e.g. 

misinformation spreading in local online groups)

- Transparency around role definitions - increasingly the public are unaware 

of what a librarian/journalist/teacher can and can’t do.

- Engaging in online community spaces as professionals - being active in 

local Facebook and Next Door community groups

- Identifying the “moveable middle” and tailoring resources to their needs and 

concerns



HOW TRUST IS BEING 
ERODED

• Libraries viewed as partisan 

• Attack on libraries 

• Professional exhaustion

• Lack of media literacy education

Cartoon by Megan J. Herbert: @Meganjherbert

https://www.instagram.com/p/CYpXmt2PHXB/?igsh=MXdmbWs5dHI3aWtoNA%3D%3D


BUILDING 
TRUST

• Community effort

• Can’t do it solo

• Think creatively 

• Programs

• Partnerships

• Exhibits/Displays

Image provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



NONPARTISAN PARTNERSHIPS

Images provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Images provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



LOCAL JOURNALISTS

Image provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

Images provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



OTHER 
IDEAS

Image provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



MEETING PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE

Images provided with permission from Dallas Public Library



PEN AMERICA & TRUSTED 
MESSENGERS

Creative Commons Modern Electric Barber by Heinze Bunse is licensed under CC by 2.0
PEN America: https://pen.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-

Disinformation-Conversation-Guide_updated-11-4-1.pdf

https://www.flickr.com/photos/65334251@N06/38406495834
https://www.flickr.com/photos/buffo400/
https://pen.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-Disinformation-Conversation-Guide_updated-11-4-1.pdf
https://pen.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-Disinformation-Conversation-Guide_updated-11-4-1.pdf


DISINFORMATION CRIME SCENE

Images provided with permission from Dallas Public Library.



Q&A

Rachel Moran

remoran@uw.edu

Kristen Calvert

kristen.calvert@dallas.gov

mailto:remoran@uw.edu
mailto:kristen.calvert@dallas.gov
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