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Evidence that the news media does a better job than social media in 

separating fact from fiction will encourage media companies looking to 

refocus on quality news 

Concerns over low quality and ‘fake news’ have provided news organisations with the 

opportunity to demonstrate the value of quality journalism and in some cases to charge for 

online content, according to the world’s most authoritative report on digital news. 

The sixth Digital News Report from the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at the 

University of Oxford reveals high levels of dissatisfaction with the quality of news and 

comment generally, and on social media in particular.  

The report, which is based on a YouGov online survey conducted with 70,000 people in 36 

countries, notes that over half of respondents (54%) use social media as a source of news but 

highlights a decline in the use of Facebook for news in some countries as messaging apps 

grow in popularity.  

Survey data also reveal that ad-blocking around the world, though still widespread, has 

stopped growing and has largely not spread to mobile devices. There has been a significant 

Trump bump in terms of digital subscriptions to news organisations in the United States 

along with evidence that more people might be prepared to pay elsewhere.  

Trust in the news and the role of social media 

Only a quarter (24%) of survey respondents think social media does a good job in separating 

fact from fiction, compared to 40% for the news media. In countries like the US (20%/38%), 

and the UK (18%/41%), people are twice as likely to have faith in the news media. Only in 

Greece do more people think social media is doing a better job, primarily because they have 

very low confidence in news media (28%/19%)  
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Qualitative comments from 10 countries as part of this year’s survey suggest that users feel 

the combination of a lack of rules and algorithms that reward strong emotional content may 

be encouraging low quality or ‘fake news’ to spread quickly.     

“It’s a petri dish for ideological fake news” 

Male (32), USA  

“There is no telling who is sharing what, and most titles are clickbait-y so people share without 

reading what the information is within the article” 

Female (21), USA  

These findings help explain the urgency with which Facebook and other platforms are 

looking to fact check news stories, penalise bad actors and tweak algorithms to ensure users 

see a wider range of stories. 

 

More widely, trust in the media varies significantly across our 36 countries. The proportion 

that says they trust the news is highest in Finland (62%), but lowest in Greece and South 

Korea (23%). Trust has fallen seven percentage points in the UK since the Brexit referendum. 

 

In some countries, the report finds a strong link between low trust and perceived political 

bias. In the United States those on the political right are almost three times as likely to 

express distrust in the news in general compared with those on the left. Political polarisation 

in the US, means that respondents are more likely to trust news sources they use (53%) than 

the news in general (38%). 

 

Report co-editor and Reuters Institute Director of Research Rasmus Kleis Nielsen says 

“We find profound scepticism of news media and especially news on social media in almost 

every country we cover. We still see about half the population say they trust the news in some 

countries, especially in Northern Europe, but it is clear that professional journalists, news 

media, and technology companies are all viewed with considerable scepticism by most people 

in most countries.” 
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News avoidance 

Almost a third of our sample (29%) say they often or sometimes avoid the news.  Of these 

almost half (44%) say this is because the news has a negative effect on their mood and a 

third (33%) say they can’t rely on the news to be true.  

 

Social platforms are evolving 

The report notes the rise of messaging apps as mobile becomes the predominant way of 

accessing news in many countries. Across all countries the use of WhatsApp for finding, 

sharing and discussing news has risen to 15%. It is as high as 51% in Malaysia and as low as 

3% in the United States. Facebook remains by far the most important network for news but 

usage has fallen considerably in some countries such as Turkey (-10 percentage points), 

where sharing political views openly can be dangerous and in Brazil (-12) where free 

WhatsApp messaging often comes bundled with phone contracts. Report lead author Nic 

Newman says we are seeing a significant shift towards more closed forms of 

communication: 

“Social networks are not going away but users are getting increasingly frustrated with the 

level of debate in networks like Facebook and Twitter. Messaging apps offer more control over 

what they share and with whom” 

Facebook as a company is well placed to benefit from any move to messaging due to its 

ownership of WhatsApp. Across countries, 80% use a Facebook product weekly. 

 

Echo chambers and filter bubbles are undoubtedly real for some, but we also find that - on 

average - users of social media, aggregators and search engines experience more diversity 

(use more news sources) than non-users. Social media in particular is incidentally exposing 

people to news who might not otherwise go to a website or app. 
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The continuing move to mobile is benefitting platforms such as Snapchat Discover and 

Apple News.  Survey data show increased use over the past year amongst the much-prized 

18–24s target audience. This has been driven by more prominent placement in the app and 

allowing users to subscribe directly to Discover content from individual publishers. Apple 

News has been one of the biggest gainers over the past year following updates to the 

Spotlight news feed and the ability for users to subscribe to rich-media mobile news alerts. 

 

More widely, mobile news alerts are becoming a more important way to discover news with 

Sweden (+6), the United States (+8) and South Korea (+7) showing the biggest percentage 

increases 

Business models continue to evolve  

This year’s report contains mixed news for publishers looking to build sustainable online 

revenue. There has been a remarkable surge in the numbers prepared to pay for online news 

in the United States, growing from 9% to 16% of our online sample along with a tripling of 

news donations. Most of the new subscriptions and other payments have come from those 

on the political left with almost a third saying they want to ‘help fund journalism’. 

Significant growth has come from the under-35s, a powerful corrective to the idea that 

younger groups are not prepared to pay for online media let alone news.  The report shows 

a strong correlation between those paying for online video services like Netflix or music 

services like Spotify –and paying for online news. Once people have moved away from the 

idea that all digital content and services are free, they are much more likely to also pay for 

news. 

Across all countries, only around one in 

ten (13%) pay for online news but some 

regions (Nordics) are doing much better 

than others. Around a quarter pay for 

online news in Norway (26%) and around 

a fifth in Sweden (20%) compared with 

just 6% in Greece. The report argues that 

this relates to higher disposable income as 

well as a culture of print subscription, 

which has been transferred to digital 

through bundling and free trials.  

 

Focus groups in four countries suggest that more consumers could be persuaded to pay for 
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online news in the future but only for high quality distinctive news or if the majority of 

publishers started charging. 

While it’s free, I’ll happily not pay for it. If there was a concerted effort, I think I’d pay – 

happily.” Male (40+), UK  

Exploring potential new models, many said they were reluctant to pay for multiple 

subscriptions but some were attracted instead to paying for access to a bundle of news 

providers, similar to the model used by many cable and satellite TV providers. Others said 

they might be prepared to pay for an ad-free experience. A range of start-ups in a range of 

markets are pursuing both options. 

Across all 36 countries an average of 24% said they regularly used ad-blockers, though 

almost half (43%) of those had agreed to temporarily turn off  their ad-blocker for particular 

news sites in the last year. The main reason for turning off ad-blockers (58%) was because it 

was the only way to see the content with a quarter (26%) responding to polite messages 

explaining that news sites need advertising to survive. 

 

Report lead author Nic Newman says 

“This year’s survey does contain some more optimistic signs for the business of news; the 

growth in donations and other evidence of public support for journalism should encourage 

non-profits. The uptick   in subscriptions in the United States is helpful, but is unlikely to   

be enough on its own and may be the product of a unique set of political circumstances. In 

many cases, we see incremental progress on both pay and dealing with ad-blocking, but the 

evolution of the business of news remains work-in-progress.” 

Other key data points from this year’s Digital News Report 

 More than half of all online users across the 36 countries (54%) now say they use 

social media as a source of news each week but this ranges from 76% in Chile to 29% 

in Japan and Germany. More than one in ten (14%) now say social media is their 

main source 

 

 More than half of online users (56%) use the smartphone for news each week. 39% 

say it is their main news device.  Almost half of smartphone users (46%) say they use 
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the device to access news in bed. A third (32%) access news in the toilet or bathroom 

 

 Voice-activated speakers (e.g. Alexa) have already outstripped smartwatches in the 

United States as a way of accessing news; 4% of respondents use these devices, half 

for news 

 

 Austrians and Swiss are most wedded to printed newspapers; Germans and Italians 

love TV bulletins, while Latin Americans get more news via social media and chat 

apps  

METHODOLOGY 

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.  Survey conducted in United States, United 

Kingdom, Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, 

Belgium, Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Poland, Croatia, 

Romania, Greece, Turkey*, South Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan, Australia, Canada, 

Brazil*, Argentina, Chile and Mexico*. 

Total sample size was 71,805 adults with around 2000 per country. Fieldwork was undertaken at the 

end of January/start of February 2017.  

The survey was carried out online. The data were weighted to targets set on age, gender and region, 

to reflect the total population. The sample is reflective of the population who have access to the 

internet and respondents were screened out if they had not accessed news in the last month. 

*Please note that Brazil, Turkey and Mexico are representative of an urban population rather than a 

national population. As such the internet penetration is likely to be higher than for the country as a 

whole, which must be taken into consideration when interpreting results. 

Focus groups carried out by Kantar Research in February/March 2017 in the USA, UK, Finland and 

Spain. Participants had high/mid-level interest in news, with around half in each group paying for 

some kind of online news. Groups were split into sessions for 18-34s and 35-60s in each country.  

Interview requests or requests for data, charts, high res images should be sent to Freya 

Stanley-Price at the Reuters Institute freya.stanley-price@tss.ox.ac.uk 

 

MORE INFORMATION ON 2017 REPORT 

The research and report can also be found on a dedicated website (www.digitalnewsreport.org) from 

22nd June containing slidepacks, charts, and raw data tables, with a licence that encourages reuse. A 

description of the methodology is available with the complete questionnaire. 

This is the sixth in an annual series of reports that will track the transition of the news industry 

towards an increasingly digital and multi-platform future. 

Sponsors of this year’s report include Google, BBC News, Ofcom, the Broadcasting Authority of 

Ireland (BAI), the Media Industry Research Foundation of Finland, the Fritt Ord Foundation in 

mailto:freya.stanley-price@tss.ox.ac.uk
http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/
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Norway, the Korea Press Foundation, Edelman UK, as well as our academic sponsors at the Hans 

Bredow Institute, Hamburg University, the University of Navarra, the University of Canberra and Le 

Centre d’études sur les médias, Universite ́Laval in Canada and Roskilde University in Denmark. Sole 

responsibility for the analysis, interpretation and conclusions drawn lies with the authors and editors 

of the Report 

Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism 

The Thomson Reuters Foundation is the core funder of the Reuters Institute, based in the Department 

of Politics and International Relations at the University of Oxford. The Institute was launched in 

November 2006 and developed from the Reuters Fellowship Programme, established at Oxford 34 

years ago. The Institute, an international research centre in the comparative study of journalism, aims 

to be global in its perspective and provides a leading forum for scholars from a wide range of 

disciplines to engage with journalists from around the world. 

See http://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/ 

Nic Newman - Lead Author and Joint Editor 

Journalist and digital strategist who played a key role in shaping the BBC’s internet services over 

more than a decade. Nic is currently a Research Associate at the Reuters Institute for the Study of 

Journalism at the University of Oxford and a consultant on digital media. 

Richard Fletcher - Author  

Research Fellow at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. He is a data and survey specialist 

primarily interested in global trends in digital news consumption. 

Antonis Kalogeropoulos – Author 

Research Fellow at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. His research interests include 

political communication, journalism, and audience research.  

David Levy – Joint Editor 

Director of the Reuters Institute, a Fellow of Green Templeton College and an expert in media policy 

and regulation. He previously worked at the BBC both as a news and current affairs producer, 

reporter, and editor, and later as Controller of Public Policy.  

Rasmus Kleis Nielsen – Joint Editor 

Director of Research at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism and Editor in Chief of 

the International Journal of Press/Politics. His work focuses on changes in the news media, political 

communication, and the role of digital technologies in both.  

About YouGov  

YouGov is an international market research agency and pioneer of market research through online 

methods. YouGov has a panel of 5 million people worldwide, including 1 million in the UK 

representing all ages, socio-economic groups and other demographic types.  

 

http://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/
http://hij.sagepub.com/

