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Abstract

Using data from a conjoint experiment in three countries (Brazil, n=2038; Germany,
n=2012, and the United States, n=2005), this study demonstrates that journalistic
transparency can cue trust at the level of the entire news outlet—or domain level—
using a Google Knowledge Panel that comes up when people search for a news outlet.
In Brazil and the United States, two pieces of information in a Knowledge Panel
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provided the strongest heuristics that a news outlet was trustworthy: a description of
the news outlet and a description of other sites accessed by people who frequent that
news outlet’s website. In Germany, information about journalists and the description of the
news outlet were the strongest cues. Results offer insights into how people heuristically
process online news and are discussed in relation to the heuristic-systematic model of
information processing.
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Understanding how news audiences assess whether a news outlet is trustworthy is vital,
particularly in today’s media ecosystem where the sharing of false misinformation is rife
(Tandoc et al., 2018) and perceptions about “fake news” can undermine public confi-
dence in information (e.g., Ognyanova et al., 2020; Wasserman and Madrid-Morales,
2019). This global problem of low trust in news is especially pronounced in the United
States and other Anglo-Saxon countries (Hanitzsch et al., 2018) and can undermine the
media’s normative role of informing the electorate because people with low trust in news
are less likely to consume it (Carr et al., 2014) or participate politically (De Vreese and
Boomgaarden, 2006; Valeriani and Vaccari, 2016). Low trust in news also can threaten
the media’s business aims because a fleeing audience weakens their financial base and
may deter advertisers (Yamamoto and Nah, 2018), which is concerning after decades of
economic challenges from layoffs, declining advertising revenues, and closures (Chyi
and Tenenboim, 2017; Nielsen, 2015).

Journalistic transparency—the disclosure of information about a news outlet or its
practices—is one approach examined for cueing greater news trust, but results have
largely been inconsistent (Masullo et al., 2021a; Peifer and Meisinger, 2021) or unsuc-
cessful (Karlsson and Clerwall, 2018; Karlsson et al., 2014; Tandoc and Thomas, 2017).
This study examines journalistic transparency in a new way by using a conjoint experi-
ment in three countries that have varying levels of news trust (Newman et al., 2019,
2021) and differing media systems (De Albuquerque, 2011; Santos Junior and Becker,
2015) and media usage patterns (Newman et al., 2021). These countries were Brazil
(n=2038), Germany (n=2012), and the United States (#=2005). Conjoint experiments
allow for the manipulation of many more attributes than traditional experimental designs
and they permit researchers to estimate the causal effect of each attribute singly and col-
lectively (Hainmueller et al., 2014; Hair et al., 2010; Knudsen and Johannesson, 2019;
Mummolo, 2016; Pelzer, 2019; Westerwick et al., 2013). Thus, unlike earlier experi-
ments on news trust, our conjoint design allowed us to parse more precisely whether a
particular transparency attribute signals to the public that a news outlet is trustworthy.
Furthermore, we treated transparency differently than most studies, by manipulating
what information people see about a news outlet in a functional replica of the sidebar of
information—known as a Knowledge Panel—that appears when people search for a
news outlet on Google. This Knowledge Panel looks like a box, appears beside search
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results, and typically provides information such as the news outlet’s name, location, and
founding date.

Our research contributes to the literature on news trust and online information pro-
cessing in several ways. Most importantly, we demonstrate that journalistic transpar-
ency can cue trust when it is done at the level of the entire news outlet, or the domain
level, and comes from an external source, Google, as opposed to the outlet itself. We
find substantial effects across Brazil and the United States that two pieces of informa-
tion in a Knowledge Panel provide strong heuristics that a news outlet is trustworthy:
a brief description of the news outlet and an explanation of other sites accessed by
people who frequent that news outlet’s website. In Germany, information about jour-
nalists and the description of the news outlet were the strongest cues. We find other
results also vary by country. For example, listing awards in a Knowledge Panel was
more important to cuing trust in a news outlet in the United States than in Brazil or
Germany. The differences and similarities across countries have important implica-
tions for how to cue trust on a global scale.

Trust and transparency

News trust

Defining the concept of news trust is challenging because there is a lack of a consistent
definition in the literature (e.g., Fisher, 2016) and, in some cases, trust and credibility
are used interchangeably (Kohring and Matthes, 2007). We do not treat trust and cred-
ibility as synonyms; rather, we define trust in line with Tseng and Fogg (1999) as “a
positive belief about the perceived dependability of, or confidence in a person, object,
or process” (p. 41), whereas credibility is defined as a perceived quality or believability
in a particular object. Thus, following Engelke et al. (2019) and Knudsen et al. (2021),
we conceptualize trust as a higher-order concept that is only partially captured by the
notion of credibility. In other words, trust is a larger concept, and credibility can be seen
as one potential attribute of trust (Engelke et al., 2019). Metzger and Flanagin (2013)
explain that news trust involves people’s perceptions of whether the media will meet
their expectations and, thus, it differs from media credibility, which involves whether
the public believes media sources or content. Following this conceptualization, trust
includes a trustor’s expectation toward the trustee (Coleman, 1990). In our case, this
refers to the relationship between the news audience “(the trustors) and the news media
(the trustees)” (Strombaick et al., 2020: 142). Trust, because it is focused toward the
future, involves some sense of risk (Fawzi et al., 2021) because it may be betrayed.
Furthermore, there is debate about whether the opposite of trust in news is distrust or
low trust (Engelke et al., 2019), as most people do not actually have an absence of trust
in news. We agree with Engelke et al. (2019) that the opposite of news trust is low trust,
not necessarily distrust. Furthermore, we agree with Kohring (2019), who posits that
people look for cues of whether they should trust a news outlet. The cue we considered
in this study is journalistic transparency, a new journalistic norm, related to but distinct
from related concepts, such as objectivity (Tandoc and Thomas, 2017), responsibility,
and accountability (Karlsson et al., 2017).
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Journalistic transparency at the news story level

Transparency is defined as some type of disclosure, rooted in the idea that revealing
something can encourage others to trust you (Collins and Miller, 1994). Based on this
notion, news organizations have considered it advantageous (Craft and Heim, 2009;
Hellmueller et al., 2013) to enact journalistic transparency, defined as revealing informa-
tion to the public about how news is made or about the news product or journalists (Curry
and Stroud, 2021; Masullo et al., 2021a). Yet, empirical studies of journalistic transpar-
ency have had mixed results. If news organizations disclosed several types of informa-
tion, such as details about journalists and correction policies, it increased consumers’
perception that the outlet was credible (Curry and Stroud, 2021), although another study
found no effect from single acts of disclosing information such as correction policies
(Karlsson et al., 2014). Similarly, if a news organization was transparent about how and
why it did a story, it increased perceptions that the outlet was credible in one study
(Masullo et al., 2021a), but results were mixed in another (Peifer and Meisinger, 2021).
Transparency through adding personal facts about journalists to stories has actually had
the opposite of the intended effect, decreasing credibility perceptions (Tandoc and
Thomas, 2017).

Journalistic transparency at the domain level

All of the aforementioned studies manipulated some type of journalistic transparency at
the news story level by embedding information about the news outlet or the reporting
process within or near the story itself. One experimental study (Masullo et al., 2021b),
however, took a different tack by examining journalistic transparency at the domain
level, or the level of the overall news outlet. In that study, a mock Google Knowledge
Panel was created, and the experiment in Germany and the United States varied 14 pieces
of information about a news outlet grouped into three major transparency signals in that
Knowledge Panel. These were background about the news brand, which included items
such as information about ownership and newsroom policies; audience engagement,
which showed journalists’ bios and provided contact information for them; and external
evaluation, which consisted of awards and reviews by outside groups (Masullo et al.,
2021b). The effect of each of the three signals individually and collectively was tested to
see whether they increased perceptions of trust in the news outlet, but none did (Masullo
et al., 2021b).

Despite the null findings from this earlier study, we theorized that the problem was
not that cuing trust at the domain level could not work. Rather, the design of the earlier
study did not allow researchers to test whether each of the 14 pieces of information about
the news outlet increased trust individually, only whether they did so in three combina-
tions. We remedied this problem in the current study by conducting a conjoint experi-
ment (Hainmueller et al., 2014; Hair et al., 2010; Knudsen and Johannesson, 2019;
Mummolo, 2016; Pelzer, 2019; Westerwick et al., 2013) that allowed us to test whether
each piece of information about a news outlet could increase trustworthiness on its own
and also consider dozens of combinations of these pieces of information, rather than only
the three combinations in the earlier study. Second, in addition to testing pieces of
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information about the news outlet that were intended to cue trust, as in the earlier study,
we also tested the effect of information intended to cue lack of trust, neutral information,
and the absence of information. Third, as we will turn to shortly, we examined differ-
ences across three countries, as opposed to looking only at the United States and
Germany. Finally, in the earlier study, our dependent variable was news credibility, but
in this study, we focused on news trust.

The current study

In the current study, we varied seven pieces of information about a news outlet in a func-
tional replica of a Google Knowledge Panel. To decide which seven to consider, we
adopted signals from the earlier study (Masullo et al., 2021b) that were based on research.
We provide some details of the signals here to aid in understanding our research ques-
tions, but more specifics are in the “Method” section. These seven signals were (1) a
description of the news outlet (Masullo et al., 2021b), (2) its founding date (Masullo et
al., 2021b), (3) whether the news outlet had an independently verified corrections policy
(Karlsson and Clerwall, 2018; Karlsson et al., 2014, 2017; Masullo et al., 2021b), (4)
other sites accessed by those who visit the news site, (5) whether the news outlet won
awards (Masullo et al., 2021b), (6) whether the news outlet had an external review by an
independent trust initiative (Curry and Stroud, 2021; Masullo et al., 2021b), and (7)
whether information about journalists (photographs and names) was provided (Curry
and Stroud, 2021; Masullo et al., 2021b). The description of the news outlet, founding
date, and awards were included because those are actually in real Knowledge Panels,
and other sites accessed was included to mimic the recommendations people see on
https://www.amazon.com/ or Yelp. We also asked representatives from organizations
dedicated to news trust to review and help us select signals from a longer list of potential
signals before conducting the initial study (Masullo et al., 2021b).! In all cases, partici-
pants were exposed to a randomized selection of signals intended to cue more trust (e.g.
adescription of the news outlet that made it sound legitimate) or less trust (e.g. a descrip-
tion of the news outlet that made it sound questionable), and in some cases there were
neutral or absent signals (Figure 1 and Table 1).

Heuristics cues that signal trust

We posited that these transparency signals could serve as cues—or heuristics—that
signal trust (e.g., Masullo et al., 2021a, 2021b). Theoretical support for this idea
comes from the heuristic-systematic model of information processing (Chaiken,
1980), which posits that people rely on mental cues called heuristics to make quick
assessments about news or other information. Heuristic processing occurs when peo-
ple have existing ideas about media content, so they process messages without taking
a more thoughtful and systematic approach (Chaiken, 1980). Scholars argue that
heuristic processing of media content is likely today because people tend to make
quick decisions about the information to which they attend in today’s fast-paced
media ecosystem, where they may be overloaded with choices (Holton and Chyi,
2011). Heuristics may be particularly valuable today because the proliferation of
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Figure |. This is one of 40 possible pairs of Google Knowledge Panels that participants might
have viewed in our experiment, being prompted to select which was more trustworthy. In
this example, the panel on the left includes all the signals that were intended to indicate that

a news outlet was trustworthy. The panel on the right includes one signal intended to convey
trust (information about journalists) along with less trustworthy signals (e.g. the description of

the news outlet as publishing fake news and a recent founding date), and absent signals (awards
and information about external review). Each Knowledge Panel was translated into German for
the German sample and Portuguese for the Brazilian sample. Details, such as the names and
pictures of journalists and names of awards and news organizations, were also varied to be
appropriate to each country.

mis/disinformation (Tandoc et al., 2018) may make it necessary for people to rely on
cues to figure out what to trust (Metzger et al., 2003).

Metzger and Flanagin (2013) identified six heuristics of credibility evaluations that
are relevant for news trust: reputation, endorsement, consistency, self-confirmation,
expectancy violation, and persuasive intent. We employ some of these concepts—spe-
cifically the reputation, endorsement, self-confirmation, and expectancy violation heu-
ristics, as they map onto our seven signals of news trust. Specifically, reputation, which
is when people rely on the prestige of a media source to assess it (Metzger and Flanagin,
2013), relates to two signals: description of the news outlet, because this description
conveys prestige or lack of prestige, and information about journalists, because identify-
ing journalists may convey believability that could be interpreted as prestige. Metzger
and Flanagin’s (2013) endorsement heuristic refers to the trust conveyed on news when
an outside entity endorses it. This relates to our signal other sites are accessed by people
who access the current news site because if the “other sites”—an outside entity—are
perceived as trustworthy this will serve to endorse the current news site as also trustwor-
thy. In addition, the external evaluation and awards signals link to an endorsement heu-
ristic because they could convey trust from an outside source. Our founding date signal
links to the self-confirmation heuristic because self-confirmation is when people trust
information that relates to pre-existing notions (Metzger and Flanagin, 2013). In our
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case, an older founding date could be perceived as more trustworthy because it confirms
existing beliefs that legacy news outlets, based on being around for a long time and hav-
ing an established reputation, are more trustworthy than newly created outlets that do not
have a built-up reputation. Finally, our corrections policy signal connects with Metzger
and Flanagin’s (2013) expectancy violation heuristic, which is when people perceive a
news outlet as less trustworthy if it violates their expectations about what a news outlet
should do. Because corrections policies are quite frequent for news outlets (Curry and
Stroud, 2021; Karlsson, 2010), people may expect outlets to have them, and it would
violate their expectations if they did not. Based on this theoretical argument, we asked,

RQ1I: Does the presence of transparency signals in a Google Knowledge Panel cue
perceptions of whether a news outlet is trustworthy or less trustworthy?

RQ2: What is the relative importance of different domain-level transparency signals
in a Google Knowledge Panel in cuing trust in a news outlet?

A three-country approach

We chose three countries to study that all have high Internet penetration (96% in the
United States and Germany and 71% in Brazil) and many online news consumers (68%
in Germany, 72% in the United States, and 87% in Brazil; Newman et al., 2019) so that
an online experiment about a digital Knowledge Panel would be plausible to participants.
We chose these specific countries because they differ in terms of media systems, levels
of news trust, and ways in which people access news. Comparing differing countries is a
useful approach to substantiate the validity of findings across contexts (e.g., Seawright
and Gerring, 2008), and not an artifact of similarities between countries. For example,
news trust is higher in Germany and Brazil than in the United States (Newman et al.,
2019, 2021). The US media system is mainly privately owned, relying on advertising and
subscription revenue to stay afloat, while Germany has a strong public media system
largely funded through license fees (Revers, 2017) while newspapers in Brazil often
actively intervene in politics (De Albuquerque, 2011), and state regulation and owner-
ship is scarce. Brazilians rely heavily on social media (63%) and messaging apps
(WhatsApp: 43%) for news, percentages that are lower in the United States (Social: 42%,
WhatsApp: 6%) and Germany (Social: 31%, WhatsApp: 17%) (Newman et al., 2021).
These variations in news access may also mean that users will experience the Knowledge
Panel differently, for instance, by looking for the trust signals that most closely mirror
their usual way of accessing news. Therefore,

RQ3: Are the effects of the transparency signals on trust consistent across countries
(Brazil, Germany, and the United States)?

Moderating role of political beliefs

Because people’s political beliefs are often tied up with their perceptions of news trust,
we considered these beliefs as potential moderators. Research demonstrates that
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people select media that fit their political worldview (e.g., Stroud, 2011) and accept
media messages that confirm their political beliefs (e.g., Taber and Lodge, 2006). This
may lead to variance in news trust based on political beliefs, particularly in highly
polarized countries (Gallup/Knight Foundation, 2020), such as the countries in our
study. Across the countries in our study, the United States has the highest perceived
tension between political parties (90%), closely followed by Brazil (83%); Germany
ranks substantially lower in this indicator (57%) (Duffy et al., 2021). Furthermore,
partisanship and political beliefs can influence how people interpret facts in news sto-
ries (e.g., Gaines et al., 2007) and whether they accept or reject corrections of misin-
formation (Nyhan and Reifler, 2010; Weeks, 2015), which, in turn, may shape news
trust perceptions. Given the literature just described, it seems plausible that political
beliefs may alter how people process information in a Google Knowledge Panel about
whether a news outlet is trustworthy:

HI: The effects of transparency signals in a Google Knowledge Panel on news outlet
trust will differ depending on people’s political beliefs.

Method

Procedure and design

We employed a choice-based conjoint design to analyze participants’ assessment of the
trustworthiness of an unidentified news outlet based on an experimentally manipulated
Google Knowledge Panel about the outlet. Conjoint analysis is a decompositional
approach that is used to examine the relative importance of different attributes for the
preference of a stimulus (Hainmueller et al., 2014; Hair et al., 2010; Knudsen and
Johannesson, 2019; Mummolo, 2016; Pelzer, 2019; Westerwick et al., 2013), either
through a choice-based design where people select from two or more choices shown at
the same time or a traditional conjoint design where they rank or rate a product using a
scale. We employed a choice-based design because it provides higher external validity as
it mirrors the real world where people select among different news brands (Westerwick
etal.,2013). Also, a choice-based design is more likely to activate heuristic processing—
which fits our research interest—than a ranking or rating task in traditional conjoint
designs (Pelzer, 2019) because it would cue the quick decision-making people routinely
make when selecting news.

In our choice-based conjoint design, participants were shown two versions of
stimuli—in our case two Knowledge Panels about two news outlets—side by side
and asked to select one as most trustworthy. This design mimics how people chose
many consumer products on store shelves (e.g. Coke vs Pepsi) or digital products in
a Google search (one news site versus another), although certainly there are differ-
ences between consumer products and people’s assumptions about news trustworthi-
ness. However, the relevance of conjoint measurement to news content exposure has
been established (e.g., Mummolo, 2016). Notably, choice-based conjoint analysis
allowed us to estimate the causal effect (Hainmueller et al., 2014; Knudsen and
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Johannesson, 2019) of multiple trust signals both individually and simultaneously
and to see which indicated to participants that the news outlet was more or less trust-
worthy. Unlike the earlier experiment which tested 14 potential signals of trust in
seven configurations (Masullo et al., 2021b), this study allows us to test seven sig-
nals in 40 combinations.

We considered trust in a different way than previous studies by examining what
information about a news outlet would signal trust in an unnamed news outlet, rather
than measuring whether they actually trusted a particular named outlet or not. We
focused on unnamed news outlets because research has shown that a news outlet’s
name is a powerful cue of credibility perceptions (Hilligoss and Rieh, 2008; Victoria-
Mas et al., 2018; Masullo et al., 2021a), and we wanted to assess what particular infor-
mation about a news outlet would cue trust, not the particular news outlet brand.

Stimuli

The seven signals, explained in the “Literature Review,” were depicted in a func-
tional replica of a Google Knowledge Panel that served as the experimental stimuli.
Participants in each country were randomly assigned to view five of 20 possible
pairs of Google Knowledge Panels (Figure 1) with different configurations of sig-
nals. To avoid ordering effects, the order of transparency signal combinations was
randomized. Each participant saw each pair side by side and was asked to indicate,
“Which one of these news outlets do you trust more?” by clicking a button beneath
the signal. This question served as our dependent variable. While the dependent vari-
able was simplistic, it was necessary for people to select one outlet or the other for a
choice-based conjoint design.

The full factorial design was reduced to a fractional design using SAS JMP (i.e.
manipulating 40 out of 2,916 possible combinations of attributes), striving for orthog-
onality and minimal overlap, which are relevant criteria to evaluate choice-based con-
joint designs (Hair et al., 2010). Orthogonality means that the signals combined in the
choice sets are not correlated, so, for example, none of the signals would be more
likely to appear in combination with other signals. By minimal overlap, we mean that
we avoided providing participants sets of signal combinations that only vary by one
signal, as that offers little insight for the overall experiment. However, following
common practice for conjoint experiments (Hair et al., 2010), we removed unrealistic
combinations of signals (e.g., a news site described as trafficking in fake news that
also won a coveted news award) to make the experiment more realistic. Thus, our
choice design is not 100% orthogonal, but we selected the most orthogonal fractional
designs from among multiple designs to assure there were only slight deviations from
orthogonality (Hair et al., 2010).

The experiment was conducted separately for residents of Brazil, Germany, and the
United States, but data were ultimately merged. Study materials were translated into
Portuguese for the Brazilian experiment and into German for the German experiment by
professional translators and checked by German-speaking and Portuguese-speaking
research team members. Information for each signal was consistent across countries,
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although some details (such as the name of the award) were varied to be applicable to
each country. Variations are explained in Table 1.

Sample

Data were collected by the online panel provider Dynata from 24 November to 4
December 2020. A total of 2005 people in the United States, 2012 in Germany, and 2038
in Brazil participated.? For the US sample, Dynata matched age, gender, education, and
race/ethnicity of the US adult Internet population based on a random sample survey con-
ducted by Pew Research Center. For the German and Brazilian samples, Dynata matched
the age and gender of the sample to the adult population in each respective country.
Institutional Review Board approval was obtained.

For H1, we considered political beliefs as a potential moderating variable. For politi-
cal beliefs, we considered ideology, which was measured on a 1 (/eff) to 5 (right) scale in
Brazil and Germany and a 1 (/iberal) to 5 (conservative) scale in the United States to fit
the political understandings in each country. Furthermore, because the United States has
only two dominant political parties, we also considered party affiliation in the United
States only, measured as Republican/Republican leaning, Democrat/Democrat-leaning,
or not affiliated (Table 2). All demographics, including political beliefs, were asked at
the very end of the survey to avoid a question about political beliefs from priming par-
ticipants’ identities. Research shows that priming people’s identities, such as their politi-
cal beliefs (e.g., Anson, 2018) or gender (McGlone et al., 2006), can affect what they
report afterward.

Analysis strategy

Data were analyzed using the choice modeling platform in SAS JMP, performing
conditional logistic regression analyses. Also referred to as conditional logit models
(McFadden, 1974), these analyses take into account that each respondent made mul-
tiple selections in our study design. Choice-based conjoint models are typically esti-
mated by using logit models as they more closely mimic real-life decisions than
metric scales (Hair et al., 2010; McFadden, 1974). In a conditional logit model, the
binary dependent variable is determined by using multiple observations from the
same individual, rather than one observation in a binary logistic regression model
(McFadden, 1974). Our approach used Firth-Bias corrections to estimate model
parameters, which can be applied to logit models (Firth, 1993; Maiti and Pradhan,
2008). This method reduces bias in parameter estimates and thereby increases stand-
ard errors, avoiding an under-estimation of standard errors (Kosmidis and Firth,
2010). To answer RQ1 and RQ2, the main effects of the transparency signals were
tested for each country separately (Table 3). In a further step, we included interaction
terms in order to assess whether the effects of transparency signals significantly var-
ied by country (RQ3) or political beliefs (H1) (Table 4). We computed a log value and
likelihood ratio chi-square (L-R y2), which are global tests of the effect of each trans-
parency signal. To obtain unbiased estimates, Firth biased-corrected maximum likeli-
hood estimates are computed, as recommended (Firth, 1993).
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Table 2. Participant demographics.

(ON Germany Brazil
n=2005 n=2012 n=2038

Gender

Female 50.5% 50.9% 52.2%

Male 49.1 483 47.6

Other 0.4 0.4 0.2
Race/ethnicity?

White 68.0 - -

Black 15.8 - -

Mixed race/Other 10.1 - -

Asian 6.1 - -
Hispanic/Latino/Latina

Yes 12.9 - -

No 87.1 - -
Age

18 to 29 24.4 16.4 32.8

30 to 49 36.5 36.9 43.1

50 to 64 235 32.8 20.6

65 or older 15.7 13.9 34
Education

Less than high school 34 19.7 4.0

High school or equivalent 62.5 49.7 35.2

University degree or more 338 30.6 60.5
Political ideology (M)® 3.02 2.87 3.16
Political affiliation

Republican/Republican-leaning 31.8 - -

Democrat/Democrat-leaning 40.0 - -

Not affiliated 26.2 - -

*Race/ethnicity data are not collected in Germany and Brazil as they are in the United States.
®In the United States, this was measured on a 5-point scale from liberal to conservative; in Brazil, Germany, it
was measured on a 5-point scale from left to right.

Results

With respect to RQ1, all transparency signals had a significant effect on participants’
perceptions of trust with the exception of the founding date, which had a significant
effect on the German sample, but did not affect US and Brazilian participants’ evalua-
tions of the presented news outlets. Tables 3 and 4 include the coefficients (Bs) and
standard errors (SEs) from the conditional logit models. As shown in Table 3, exponen-
tiating the coefficient gives the odds ratio; the odds of a news source being selected are
1.60 times greater [exp(0.47)] when the description of the news outlet signaled more
trust than when it did not.
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Figure 2. Relative importance of transparency indicators based on choice data.

As shown in Table 3, signals cuing trust nearly always increases trust more than sig-
nals cuing low trust reduces trust, both relative to the absence of the signal. For example,
showing that other sites accessed by the participants were trustworthy increased trust by
between 0.29 and 0.38 across countries. Showing that the other sites accessed were
untrustworthy reduced trust by —0.16 to —0.25 across countries.

Based on part-worth estimates of the transparency signals, we calculated the relative
importance of each transparency signal for trust perception. Relative importance was cal-
culated by dividing the range of coefficients of each signal by the total range of all signals
and then converting that number into a percentage (Hair et al., 2010). Thus, the relative
importance values can be interpreted as effect sizes, as shown in Figure 2. Figure 23 shows
that, with respect to RQ2, the description of the news outlet in a Google Knowledge Panel
is the most important signal when assessing its trustworthiness on average across the three
countries, followed by the information about journalists and other sites accessed.
Answering RQ3, there were significant differences by country, as shown by significant
interactions (Table 4). While country is a nominal-level variable with three groups (the
United States is the reference category), the conditional logit choice model we used for
analysis indicates only that the country variable as a whole has a significant interaction
effect, not which specific country (Brazil or Germany) deviates the most.*

For example, providing information about journalists was the most important trans-
parency signal for the German participants (25%, log value=66.40), whereas for the US
(27%, log value=56.73) and Brazilian participants (30%, log value=106.13), descrip-
tion of the news outlet was the most important signal (Figure 2 and Table 3). In addition,
information on awards was the third most important signal for US participants, but of
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Figure 3. (a) US: other sites accessed, (b) US: external review, (c) Brazil: other sites accessed,
(d) Brazil: description of the news outlet, and (e) Germany: description of the news outlet.
Note. Figure 3(a) to (e): Estimates and error bars indicate marginal effects (B, SE) of transparency signals.

lower importance for Brazilian and German participants compared with other signals.
Having an independently validated corrections policy was valued a little more by German
respondents than participants of the other countries.

Interaction effects of political beliefs and transparency signals

We further asked whether trust judgments based on the transparency signals differed
by participants’ political beliefs and, in the United States, party affiliation (H1). As
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shown in Table 4, analysis revealed a significant interaction of the signal other sites
accessed and political beliefs in the US data. It showed that US participants who are
liberal perceived greater trust in news outlets that were accessed by people who also
access trustworthy news outlets than participants who are conservative (Figure 3(a)).
Moreover, we found a significant interaction effect of party affiliation and the external
review signal in the United States. Those who are Republicans/Republican-leaning
placed greater importance on external review when assessing trust than Democrats/
Democrat-leaning (Figure 3(b)).

Political ideology also affected perceptions of trust among Brazilian participants.
Left-leaning participants perceived greater trust in news outlets where other sites
accessed were trustworthy news outlets than right-leaning participants and were also less
likely to trust news outlets where other sites accessed were less trustworthy news outlets
(Figure 3(c)). Right-leaning respondents were not as skeptical of a less trustworthy
description of the news outlet and showed less appreciation for trustworthy description
of the news outlet than left-leaning respondents (Figure 3(d)). Among German partici-
pants, left-leaning participants conveyed greater trust in news outlets with a trustworthy
description of the news outlet, relative to right-leaning participants, and an untrustworthy
description of the news outlet had a greater influence on left-leaning participants than
right-leaning ones (Figure 3(¢)).

Discussion

The main contribution of this study was to consider journalistic disclosure transparency
in a way that has seldom been examined. We demonstrated that journalistic transparency
can cue trust when it is done at the level of the entire news outlet, or the domain level,
and comes from an external source, Google, as opposed to the outlet itself. We found that
two pieces of information about a news outlet were the strongest heuristics of when a
news outlet is perceived as trustworthy in Brazil and the United States: a brief descrip-
tion of the news outlet and an explanation of what other sites were accessed. In Germany,
information about journalists was the strongest transparency signal, followed by descrip-
tion of the news outlet and other sites accessed. (Thus, Brazilian and US participants
seemed to be more similar in their perception of trust indicators, whereas German par-
ticipants revealed diverging perceptions of what signals trust in a Google news search.)
People’s political beliefs in Brazil, Germany, and the United States also influenced how
people perceived transparency signals. In the United States, liberal participants were
more influenced than conservative participants by the cue regarding other sites accessed
if that cue listed trustworthy news outlets. This fits much of what we understand about
divides between conservatives and liberals in the highly polarized United States. Liberals
tend to have higher news trust overall (Gallup/Knight Foundation, 2020), so it is con-
ceivable that a cue regarding trustworthy sites would hold more sway with them than
with their conservative counterparts. Furthermore, when party affiliation was considered
in the United States, those who are Republicans/Republican-leaning placed greater
importance on external review of news outlets when assessing trust than Democrats/
Democrat-leaning participants. This suggests that external endorsements may be needed
to counter Republicans’ underlying low media trust.
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In Brazil, we found similar results with left-leaning participants perceiving greater
trust in a news outlet if the other sites accessed were trustworthy outlets, compared
with right-leaning participants. In addition, in Brazil, right-leaning participants were
less likely to trust a news outlet if the other sites accessed were less trustworthy out-
lets. They were also not as skeptical of a less trustworthy description of the news outlet
and showed less appreciation for a trustworthy description of the news outlet than left-
leaning respondents. In Germany, we found left-leaning participants were likely to
trust a news outlet with a trustworthy description of the news outlet, and more likely to
be influenced by an untrustworthy description of the news outlet. These findings sup-
port the idea that understanding news trust is complicated by political beliefs. How
those on the right and the left perceive news trust and what factors convey trustworthi-
ness are not entirely consistent across locales and ideologies, so any intervention must
keep these differences in mind. Transparency that may work for liberals may fail for
conservatives and vice versa.

Theoretical and practical implications

Taken together, our findings offer several notable theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, our findings support the idea that transparency can operate as a news trust
heuristic, at least if deployed as we did it at the news outlet level. Specifically, our find-
ings show that the reputation heuristic (Metzger and Flanagin, 2013) may be particularly
powerful, as a signal linked to this heuristic—description of the news outlet—was the
strongest indicator that an outlet was trustworthy in Brazil and the United States. In
Germany, the most powerful signal, information about journalists, also maps onto this
reputation heuristic, offering more evidence of its value. Furthermore, the other sites
accessed signal, which relates to the endorsement heuristic (Metzger and Flanagin,
2013), was the second strongest indicator of trust in Brazil and the United States and
third in Germany. Overall, these findings suggest that when people make assessments
about whether to trust a news outlet, they use cognitive shortcuts, such as heuristics, and
they rely more heavily on those related to reputation and endorsements. This finding
provides greater understanding of the heuristic-systematic processing model (Chaiken,
1980) and its application to news processing.

Furthermore, these findings support the premise that if information about a news
outlet is disclosed, it can have a positive effect by engendering trust, much as inter-
personal research has found (Collins and Miller, 1994). These effects may be particu-
larly important when an outside source, such as Google, is being transparent. In
today’s fast-paced media ecosystem where people may make split-second assess-
ments of whether to trust a news outlet, our results suggest that heuristic information
in a Google Knowledge Panel could be helpful. Our work underscores that scholars
should not abandon the idea of using transparency to cue news trust, despite studies
that show it does not consistently work (Karlsson and Clerwall, 2018; Karlsson et al.,
2014; Masullo et al., 2021a; Tandoc and Thomas, 2017), but rather they should change
how they do so. Our findings pave the way for future research examining trust at the
domain level, either in the Google Knowledge Panel as we did, or perhaps connected
to overall news sites or news outlets’ Facebook pages. Furthermore, our findings
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show the utility of conjoint experimental designs for communication and journalism
research. These designs offer versatility and the ability to manipulate more features
than traditional experimental research and could prove illuminating for a broad range
of research domains. From a practical standpoint, news organizations should be sure
that the description of their outlet that appears in a Knowledge Panel (which draws
from an organization’s Wikipedia page) is accurate and conveys trust, as that is a key
signal people use in assessing trust.

Limitations and future research

Some limitations should be considered. First, while we examined three countries specifi-
cally chosen for the varying levels of news trust and different media systems and media
usage patterns, they cannot serve as a stand-in for all countries. More cross-cultural
research is needed in this area, specifically outside the United States. This is particularly
important regarding interventions like the Google Knowledge Panel, which could be
used internationally to convey information about news organizations to people who use
Google’s search. Second, while a conjoint design allowed us to vary thousands of com-
binations of signals, even with this design we were limited to seven different signals
within those combinations. Although we derived these seven based on research (Curry
and Stroud, 2021; Karlsson and Clerwall, 2018; Karlsson et al., 2014, 2017) and expert
consultations, indubitably there are other potential signals that should be considered. For
example, recent headlines from a news outlet might convey trust, as could the number of
pageviews. These, among other possible indicators, should be considered in future
research. Third, while using the Google Knowledge Panel allowed us to manipulate
transparency signals at the domain level, research should also continue to investigate
transparency signals in other spaces, such as news websites or Facebook pages. This is
particularly important because news outlets do not have direct control over what shows
up in a Knowledge Panel about their outlet. Fourth, while a single-item dependent meas-
ure of trust was required for our choice-based conjoint design, this is a limitation as
multi-item trust measures (e.g., Strombéck et al., 2020) could provide more reliability.
Finally, we considered political beliefs as a potential moderator because the literature
supported this, but other potential moderators, such as pre-existing news trust levels,
should be examined.

Conclusion

Our findings show that journalistic transparency can signal which news outlets are
trustworthy and less trustworthy, at least at the domain level. Description of the news
outlet operates as a reputation heuristic and other sites accessed as an endorsement
heuristic as people decide whether a news outlet is trustworthy. Importantly, efforts to
cue trust must take into account that people may perceive these heuristics differently
based on their political beliefs. The ultimate payoff of research in this vein is its prac-
tical importance. Scholars and practitioners alike are in pursuit of ways to surface
trustworthy information. This research shows that transparency cues represent a
promising strategy.
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Notes

1. The organizations were the Credibility Coalition, the Global Disinformation Index, the
International Fact-Checking Network, the Journalism Trust Initiative, NewsGuard, the News
Quality Initiative, Trusting News, and the Trust Project. We contacted representatives from
each organization via email and asked for feedback on potential trust signals to be used in this
experiment.

2. Atotal of 2268 Americans were recruited, but data were not analyzed for those who did not
consent (n=164), who did not reside in the United States (2=28), who were not at least 18 years
old (n=52), or who appeared to attempt to participate more than once (n=19), resulting in
n=2005. A total of 2155 Germans were recruited, but data were not analyzed for those who did
not consent (n=58), who did not reside in Germany (n=12), who were not at least 18 years old
(n=27), or who appeared to attempt to participate more than once (n=46), resulting in n=2012.
A total of 2318 Brazilians were recruited, but data were not analyzed for those who did not con-
sent (n=38), who did not reside in Brazil. (n=15), who were not at least 18 years old (n=153),
or who appeared to attempt to participate more than once (n="74), resulting in n=2038.

3. Figure 2 shows the main effects by country. We first estimated the main effects by country, as
is common in conjoint analysis, and then conducted a segment analysis (by adding interaction
terms) to see whether these main effects varied by specific groups of interest [political beliefs
in Brazil, Germany, and the United States, and party affiliation in the United States, see Table
4 and Figure 3(a) to (¢)].

4. We note this because the log value and the likelihood ratio (L-R) chi-square should be inter-
preted differently than a beta in a dummy-coded variable in ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression.
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