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ARTICLE

Social Media and Trust in News: An Experimental Study
of the Effect of Facebook on News Story Credibility

Rune Karlsena and Toril Aalbergb

aDepartment of Media and Communication, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway; bNorwegian University
of Science and Technology, Trondheim, Norway

ABSTRACT
People increasingly turn to social media to get their daily news
updates. Still, we are only beginning to understand how this
development affects people’s perceptions of consumed news sto-
ries. The article reports on an experiment designed to investigate
the effect the distribution of a news story in social media
(Facebook) has on news message credibility. A control group was
exposed to a news story on an original news website, and treat-
ment groups were exposed to the same news story shared on
Facebook. Results demonstrate that distribution via Facebook
affects the credibility of the news story. The effect is strongest
when politicians are intermediary-senders, and to some extent
depend on the party affiliation of intermediary-sender and the
social media audience. In the context of fake news, the results are
reassuring: people are less trustful of news they consume through
social media. However, the results also suggest that social media
news sharing can contribute to the long-term decrease in trust
in news.
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media trust; political sender
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Introduction

The internet and the emergence of social media1 have altered the political communi-
cation systems of advanced democracies in fundamental ways (e.g. Chadwick 2013;
Blumler 2016). News is now not only available on increasingly numerous platforms 24/
7 with continuous deadlines, but news stories are also diffused and consumed in
digital networks through so-called intermediaries, such as social media platforms like
Facebook. In other words, the way people consume news is changing. More and more
people, the young in particular, turn to social media, typically Facebook, to get their
daily news (Newman et al. 2018; Elvestad and Phillips 2018; Nielsen and Schrøder
2014). Although these developments have potentially fundamental effects on the
news audience and the role of the news media in democratic societies, we are only
beginning to understand how such intermediaries affect people’s perceptions of news
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and the credibility of news stories (see Anspach 2017; Sterrett et al. 2019; Turcotte
et al. 2015).

From a democratic perspective, it is essential that citizens find news about politics
and current affairs credible and trustworthy (e.g. Coleman 2012). The more a news
source is trusted, the more effective it will be in informing citizens about the relevant
information needed to make political choices (Hovland and Weiss 1951; Zaller 1992;
Dahl 1998). Trust in news, or news credibility, encompass a variety of factors ranging
from trust or credibility in sources, journalists, news outlets, to news organizations
(e.g. Kohring and Matthes 2007; Fisher 2016). News distribution on social media intro-
duce new factors that potentially influence people’s credibility evaluations of news
stories (e.g. Anspach 2017; Oeldorf-Hirsch and DeVoss, 2020; Sterrett et al. 2019;
Tandoc 2019; Turcotte et al. 2015).

In this article, we contribute to the emerging literature on news credibility and
social media through an experiment designed to investigate to what extent and in
what sense sharing of news on social media affects the credibility of the news story.
More precisely we study if people find news stories distributed through Facebook less
credible than when presented on the original news site. The experiment was
embedded in round II of the 2017 Norwegian Election Campaign Panel Survey (NECS),
where a control group was exposed to a news story on the website of the original
source, while treatment groups were exposed to the same news story distributed on
Facebook, with the original news platform still visible.

We develop, based on existing studies, an analytical framework of factors that
might influence credibility evaluations when news is distributed in social media. These
factors, we argue, act as cues and activate heuristics that influence the evaluation of
the news story (e.g. Metzger, Flanagin, and Medders 2010). More precisely, we identify
and develop hypothesis related to the intermediary platform (e.g. Facebook) the inter-
mediary sender (the individual, organization or page sharing the news story), and the
original news source (e.g. a public broadcaster or commercial outlet).

The results show that people’s credibility perceptions of a news story is influenced
by distribution via Facebook. There is a clear effect of intermediary distribution on
credibility evaluations of the news story. The negative effect of Facebook distribution
is stronger when the news story is shared by a politician than when shared by a non-
partizan individual. To some extent, the effects depend on political support for the
party the politician represents, but such intermediary-sender effects are part of a com-
plex pattern of news credibility perceptions and political ideology. The results are sim-
ultaneously reassuring and unsettling from a democratic perspective. As reports of
fake news are increasing (e.g. Lazer et al. 2018), it is surely healthy that people are
more sceptical of the news they consume through intermediaries like Facebook.
However, if scepticism is the new normal, social media news sharing can contribute to
long-term decrease in news credibility.

Trust in News

From a democratic perspective, trust in news is essential for the ideal of the informed
citizen (e.g. Dahl 1998). According to Coleman (2012, 36), citizenship only works on
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the basis of common knowledge. Hence, not only do we need to be informed our-
selves, but we also need to trust that others are informed: ‘Unless we can trust the
news media to deliver common knowledge, the idea of the public – a collective entity
possessing shared concerns – starts to fall apart’ (Coleman 2012, 36). In order to trust
that democracy function properly, it is essential to believe that the electorate is well
and fairly informed (Tsfati and Cohen 2005, 32). Moreover, the more people trust the
news, the more effective news will be in providing citizens with relevant information
needed to make political choices, as mistrust moderates the influence of media on its
audience (e.g. Miller and Krosnick 2000). From this perspective, the much-talked-about
diminishing trust in news media (e.g. Jones 2004; Gronke and Cook 2007; Ladd 2012;
see Newton 2017 for a review) is highly worrying. Although the evidence is not crystal
clear, studies find that in general, people’s trust in news media is declining (Newman
et al. 2018; PEW 2016).

Trust in news media, however, differs between individuals (e.g. Hanitzsch et al.
2018). Still, studies find surprisingly different patterns in regards to what explains trust
in the media. Some studies find that education is a positive predictor of media trust
(Bennett et al. 1999), while others find the opposite (Tsfati and Ariely 2014). Some
studies find women trust the media more than men (Jones 2004; Tsfati and Ariely
2014), and others that men trust the media more (Gronke and Cook 2007).
Conservative political ideology is a negative predictor of trust, at least in the US
(Jones 2004), and those who consume mainstream media also trust the media more
than others (e.g. Tsfati and Ariely 2014). In turn, trust in news also drives news con-
sumption (Tsfati and Ariely 2014; Fletcher and Park 2017). Those with low levels of
trust tend to prefer non-mainstream news sources, such as blogs and social media
(Fletcher and Park 2017). It is also well established that people’s trust varies between
different news outlets. Some outlets, such as public broadcasters and traditional
broadsheet papers, receive much trust, while tabloids and commercial TV channels in
general receive less (Newman et al. 2018).

Trust in the media and news is closely related to political bias (Eveland and Shah
2003; Lee 2010). People tend to believe that media are hostile to their own viewpoints
and favour opposing opinions (e.g. Dalton, Beck, and Huckfeldt 1998; Vallone, Ross,
and Lepper 1985). Consequently, a decreasing trust in the news media is partly related
to the development of partisan news media in some countries, where more people
have come to expect news to be politically biased. Of course, this development is
strongest in the US. In Western Europe the development is arguably less dramatic
(Newman et al. 2018; Newton 2017).

News Credibility and Social Media

Trust in news is related to a long history of credibility research, and trust and credibil-
ity is used nearly interchangeably in the literature (Kohring and Matthes 2007; Kiousis
2003).2 A wide range of factors related to the news story itself and the news outlet
are thought to influence the credibility of the news story. The introduction of the
Internet, and digital network intermediaries, complicated matters further and intro-
duced more factors that need to be considered (see Flanagin and Metzger 2017; for
an overview). Different analytical approaches has been used to conceptualize this
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situation. Some, for example, talk of multiple layers of sources (Kang et al. 2011,
Tandoc 2019). We base our approach on previous work that has, in broad terms, dis-
tinguished trust in news media into three categories (e.g. Metzger et al. 2003; Fisher
2016): message credibility—trust in the information presented; source credibility—trust
in the provider of the information; and media credibility—trust in the medium convey-
ing the message. We put forward that social media introduce a more complex situ-
ation and suggest a more complex framework with five layers, distinguishing the
“intermediary platform credibility” (e.g. Facebook) and “intermediary sender credibility”
as well. Let us explain in more detail.

When evaluating information, people use heuristics and cues. Granted, sometimes
people are highly attentive and carefully process information, but people are often
less attentive and therefore rely on mental shortcuts (see Evans 2008, for a review of
such dual processing models). Of course, heuristics are also used to evaluate news in
an online setting (e.g. Metzger, Flanagin, and Medders 2010; Metzger and Flanagin
2015; Kang et al. 2011). Hence, news story credibility is related to and to some extent
dependent upon source and media credibility: the sources in the news story, as well
as the outlet activate different heuristics that influence evaluations of the message.
News story credibility is also related to trust in individual journalists (Kohring and
Matthes 2007), the journalistic method or journalism as a whole (Bl€obaum 2014).

Intermediaries, social media such as Facebook, complicates matters further. More
specifically, media credibility, the channel conveying the message, is no longer
restricted to the original news platform. Rather, when a news story is distributed
through intermediaries (at least) two more factors related to media credibility can be
distinguished. In addition to the original news platform credibility (e.g. CNN or Fox
news), the intermediary platform (e.g. Facebook) as well as the intermediary sender
(the individual, group or page) actively sharing the news story are factors potentially
influencing media credibility. Whether or not to treat intermediary platform credibility
and intermediary sender credibility as an aspect of media credibility or as new inde-
pendent factors distinguishable from the traditional concept of media credibility is, as
we see it, debateable. The essential aspect is that if we zoom in on the news story,
the following factors will potentially act as heuristic cues for the audience, and should
be included in an explanatory framework related to news story credibility evaluations.
This more complex five layered credibility framework is presented in Figure 1.
Visualized in this way it is apparent how the intermediary platform and intermediary
sender add to the layers surrounding the message, and potentially act as heuristics
influencing peoples’ perceptions of news credibility.

Hypotheses

We build on the analytical framework presented above, and develop hypothesis
related to the intermediary platform, and the intermediary sender, and a research
question related to the media credibility of the original news source. To our know-
ledge, there are no existing studies comparing perceptions of news stories in the con-
text of intermediaries with perceptions in the original context. However, numerous
studies have investigated trust in traditional vs. online news sources. The internet was
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initially considered less credible as a source than traditional news sources (e.g.
Flanagin and Metzger 2000; Johnson and Kaye 2010; see Flanagin and Metzger 2017;
for an overview). However, as increasing numbers of citizens rely on online sources for
their daily news, the differences between online and traditional sources have more or
less disappeared. Still, digital media, and the hyperlink structure of the Internet, have
increased uncertainty about who is responsible for information and whether it can be
believed (e.g. Eysenbach and Kohler 2002; Rieh and Danielson 2002). Indeed, studies
show that people in general have less trust in social media, intermediary platforms,
such as Facebook, than they have in news outlets (e.g. Newman et al. 2018). Reports
of and warnings about fake news in social media are plentiful, and people are encour-
aged to be critical of information they encounter and news they are exposed to on
social media platforms (e.g. Lazer et al. 2018; Allcott and Gentzkow 2017). Hence, dis-
tribution of news on social media is likely to influence perceptions of the news story
regardless of initial trust in the original source. Hence, in regards to the intermediary
platform, all this leads us to formulate following hypothesis, H1: People will find a
news story less credible when consuming it on Facebook than when consuming it on the
original news outlet platform.

Earlier studies have found that the intermediary sender is important for news story
credibility. People tend to trust news stories shared by a trusted news outlet (Tandoc
2019), their friends (e.g. Bene 2017a; Turcotte et al. 2015) and celebrities they already
trust (Sterrett et al. 2019). On social media, politicians, political parties, and other polit-
ical actors are ingrained as nodes in the network that defines the medium (cf. Karlsen
2015), and politicians are typically active in social media, sharing, discussing, and criticiz-
ing news stories (e.g. Bene 2017b; Karlsen and Enjolras 2016; Stier et al. 2018). Party
affiliation of politicians most likely cue familiar heuristics when evaluation the news story
(cf. Metzger, Flanagin, and Medders 2010; Metzger and Flanagin 2015). Hence, if politi-
cians share a news story on social media this might increase perceptions of news being

Figure 1. Multilayered framework of news credibility.

DIGITAL JOURNALISM 5



politically biased, as well as general perceptions of credibility. Hence, in regards to inter-
mediary sender, we formulate the following hypothesis H2: The distribution of a news
story through Facebook by a party politician will decrease perceptions of credibility in a
news story to a greater extent than when shared by a non-politician.

The effect of a politician as an intermediary will, however, most likely be contingent
on the political attitudes and the party political support of the audience. Previous
research has found clear sender effects related to politicians and party politics: people
react differently to messages based on the party affiliation of the sender based on
their own party political sympathies (Slothuus and de Vreese 2010). In a similar man-
ner, we would expect that people are less critical of a news story shared by a polit-
ician from a party they support. Hence, in regards to the intermediary sender, we also
formulate a the following hypothesis, H3: The effect of the partisan treatment will be
modified by political support for the politician’s party.

Finally, the effect of an intermediary such as Facebook might also depend on the
initial trust of the original source. As mentioned, people trust some news media out-
lets to a greater extent than others (Newman et al. 2018). However, as we see it, two
opposite outcomes are both theoretically plausible based on media credibility, and we
refrain from formulating any clear expectations. First, it is possible that Facebook will
have a stronger effect when trust in the initial source is high. Then the scope for the
intermediary to decrease the level of trust and increase perceptions of political bias is
greater. However, it is also likely that when the original news site is trusted to a great
extent, trust in the original source will trump people’s distrust in Facebook. Hence, in
regards to news media credibility, we refrain from formulating a clear hypothesis and
formulate the following research question (RQ1): Do trust in the original news source
influence the effect of intermediary distribution on news story credibility?

Research Design

To investigate the effect of Facebook sharing on perceptions of news stories, we
report on an experiment embedded in round II of the 2017 Norwegian Election
Campaign Panel Study (NECS). The Norwegian context offers a good research setting
for this type of experiment. Most importantly, Facebook use has been widespread for
several years (Enjolras et al. 2012), and in 2017 about 70% of the population used the
platform every day.3 People also report that they consume news on Facebook
(Haugsgjerd, Karlsen, and Aalberg 2019) in a comparatively high extent (Newman
et al. 2018, 11). Level of trust in news is also comparatively high in Norway, with 47%
trusting news most of the time (Newman et al. 2018, 17). In 2020, forty per cent in
Norway was concerned about what is real and what is fake on the Internet, placing
Norway amongst the less concerned countries participating in the digital news report
project (Newman et al. 2020, 18).

The 2017 NECS is a study surveying respondents before, during, and immediately
after the election campaign. The data collection was web based, using Statistics
Norway’s tools. The sample is based on a national probability sample of 10,000 indi-
viduals drawn from the official Norwegian citizen register. A total of 4038 respondents
participated in round I of the panel survey. The experiment was included in the

6 R. KARLSEN AND T. AALBERG



second round of the survey, in the field from August 15 to August 22, three to four
weeks prior to election day. A total of 2026 respondents participated in round II.4

Experimental Set up

We base our approach on a classic experimental design where we expose a control
group to a news story on an online news site and expose treatment groups to the
same news story shared on Facebook. In the Facebook condition, we vary characteris-
tics about the individual sharing the story. The Facebook condition therefore includes
three manipulations. In the first manipulation subjects are exposed to a news article
because it has been shared by a “neutral” person, who can be perceived as a
Facebook-friend of a Facebook-friend. In the second and third manipulations, the
same individual is identified as a politician, from the Labour party or the Conservative
party, respectively. The treatment was presented to the respondents as pictures (they
were not redirected to a different website).5

The treatment is based on an actual news story from the national broadcaster
NRK’s website, but the wording was, for legal reasons, slightly adjusted by the
research team. The exact same news story was presented within the visual platforms
of the public broadcaster NRK, and main commercial national broadcaster TV 2 (see
Figure A1). The individual sharing the news story was a fictional individual (Knut
Hagen). The name and the news story were similar in all treatment groups, and the
Labour Party and the Conservative Party symbols were included in the profile picture
presented to treatment groups 3–4 and 5–6, respectively. The treatment was pretested
by the method group at Statistics Norway, as a group of respondents was exposed to
the experiment and thereafter in-depth interviewed. The main adjustment after the
pre-test was that the party names (and symbols) were increased to make sure that the
respondents observed them. The topic of the news story was purchasing power. To
some extent this is a valence issue, everybody wants to improve purchasing power.
However, it is also related to party politics as unions, closely related to the Labour
Party, wants to ensure an increase in purchasing power.

We divided the control group in two: one was exposed to the news story on the
public broadcasters news site (nrk.no), and the other was exposed to it on the com-
mercial broadcasters’ news site (tv2.no). This was done to test if any effects depend
on the initial trust in the news platform (media credibility), as the public broadcaster
traditionally has greater general trust than the commercial broadcaster. To sum up, we
hold the news story itself (and thereby source credibility–trust in the provider of the
information); and news media (and thereby media credibility–trust in the medium con-
veying the message), constant, and are able to study the effect of the intermediary—
Facebook—as well as characteristics with the individual sharing the news story on
Facebook (Table 1).

Table 1. Control and treatment groups in the experiment.
NRK TV2

Just original source Control 1 Control 2
Facebook (no party) Treatment group 1 Treatment group 2
Facebook Labour politician Treatment group 3 Treatment group 4
Facebook Conservative politician Treatment group 5 Treatment group 6
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Dependent Variables and Moderators

The main dependent variable is the news credibility index consisting of two items. One
item measuring trust in the information presented in the news story and a second
item measuring perceptions of political bias in the news story. The two items correlate
considerably (.57) and a factor analysis returns one dimension (eigenvalue 1.6). The
index ranges from 1-7, and Cronbach’s Alpha is high (.72). The question wording for
the two items in the index was as follows: “On a scale from 1–7 where 1 indicates ‘to
a great extent’ and 7 indicates ‘to a very little extent’, to what extent do you trust the
information in this news article?”. For political bias: “On a scale from 1–7 where 1 indi-
cates ‘totally neutral’ and 7 indicates ‘very biased’, do you think that the news story is
politically neutral or politically biased?” Prior to these two questions, the respondents
were asked how interesting they found the news story.

Based on our hypothesis, we are interested in two types of moderator variables:
support for the Conservative Party and support for the Labour Party. We utilize a
modified version of the propensity to vote measure (Franklin 2004): “On a scale from
0 to 10, where 0 means ‘not at all likely’ and 10 means ‘very likely’, how likely is it
that you will ever vote for …” The Conservative Party and the Labour Party were two
of, in all, 10 alternatives. We used the PTV measures from the same round of the
study, asked prior to the experiment (Table 2).

Data Description

Respondents were randomly allocated to the control or treatment groups. Gender and
age groups are distributed evenly in all groups, suggesting that randomization was
successful (Table 3). However, men are overrepresented in Control group 1. Although
the difference is not very big, it nevertheless makes it necessary to make sure that
treatment effects are not due to gender differences. Hence, we have controlled all
treatment effects for gender. The results show that the effect of the treatment is only

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
Name Mean Max Mean St. Dev N

News credibility index 1 7 3.73 1.42 2037
Support Labour 0 10 4.91 3.69 2069
Support Conservative 0 10 4.59 3.75 2068

Table 3. Control and treatment groups. Descriptive statistics.

Group N Male Female

AGE

�24 �34 �44 �54 �66 67þ
Control 1 NRK 278 63 37 6 8 18 20 24 24
Control 2 TV2 278 53 48 5 10 16 25 21 24
Facebook NRK 279 52 48 7 11 16 21 22 23
Facebook TV2 297 54 46 6 7 13 23 25 26
Labour NRK 272 51 49 9 13 13 18 22 25
Labour TV2 284 53 48 11 13 14 18 23 22
Cons NRK 294 55 45 5 10 16 23 19 27
Cons TV2 291 52 48 9 13 12 24 23 19
Total 1765 54 46 7 11 15 21 23 24
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marginally reduced, typically .01 points on the scale from 1–7, and does not influence
the substantial effect of the treatment. Hence, we do not report the controls in the
main analysis, but we report the effect of the treatment controlled for gender, educa-
tion, political interest, and news consumption in Table A2, Appendix, Supplementary
material. The control variables do not influence the size of the treatment effects in
any substantial way.

Results

In Table 4 we show the results of nine regression models testing the hypothesis for-
mulated above. We begin by testing the main expectation that the sharing of a news
story on Facebook will decrease the credibility in a news story (hypothesis 1). Model
one show the effect in all treatment groups combined. The intercept reflects the
mean on the scale for the control group, and the coefficient indicates the extent the
mean in the treatment group differs from the control group.

As expected, the distribution of news through Facebook clearly affects credibility
perceptions. The combined treatment effect is more than half a point on the credibil-
ity index ranging from 1-7 (Model 1). The effect is substantial and clearly significant,
constituting, 7.6 standard deviations. Hence, hypothesis one is supported, undoubt-
edly, Facebook sharing reduce the overall credibility people have in the news story
significantly. However, it could be that the partisan treatments drives the whole effect.
Hence, to disentangle the overall treatment effect we report the effect of the nonparti-
zan and partisan treatment (Model 2). The nonpartizan treatment has a clear signifi-
cant effect, it decreases the overall credibility by one third of a point. Still, this effect

Table 4. Experimental effects. Effect of treatments on news credibility index (1-7). OLS regression.
Entries are b-coefficients, st. error in parenthesis.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 M9

Combined treatment .53��
(.07)

.53��
(.07)

.47��
(.10)

Nonpartizan treatment .33��
(.09)

.33��
(.09)

Partisan treatment .63��
(.08)

Conservative treatment .60��
(.09)

1.10��
(.14)

.06
(14)

Labour treatment .66��
(.09)

.64��
(.14)

.67��
(.15)

Cons support .05��
(.02)

.05��
(.01)

Lab support �.12��
(.02)

�11��
(.17)

Treatment� support �.11��
(.02)

.11��
(.02)

.01
(.02)

.00
(.02)

Source
(NRK)

�.21��
(06)

�.30�
(.13)

Treatment�source .12
(.14)

Intercept 3.33��
(.06)

3.33��
(.06)

3.33��
(.06)

3.12��
(.10)

3.85��
(.10)

3.12��
(.10)

3.86��
(.10)

3.43��
(.07)

3.48
(.09)

R2 .03 .03 .03 .06 .09 .06 .12 .03 .03
N 2035 2036 2036 1017 1107 999 999 2036 2036
��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05

DIGITAL JOURNALISM 9

https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1945938
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1945938
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1945938


is only about half the size of the partisan effect. Indeed, the difference between the
nonpartizan and the partisan effect is statistically significant (see Table A3, Appendix,
Supplementary material). Moreover, the politician’s party affiliation do not seem to
matter, as the effect is of similar size for both the conservative and labour treatment.

Above we nevertheless argued that the party affiliation of the politician sharing the
news story would be contingent on supporter of the politician’s party—so-called inter-
mediary-sender effects. The Conservative and Labour parties are the main opponents
in Norwegian politics, so supporters of one party should overall be somewhat unsym-
pathetic towards the other party. Although, as described, the effect of two party treat-
ments are clearly significant overall, we nevertheless expect that the effect is stronger
for people that do not sympathize with the politician’s party than people who support
the party (H3). In order to test this, we included an interaction term between the par-
tisan treatment and general support for the party (Models 4-7). Support for the party
is based on the much-used propensity to vote measure (see above).

Interestingly, the interaction terms are clearly significant for the Conservative Party
treatment, but not for the Labour Party treatment. Hence, the effect of political inter-
mediary-senders seems to be contingent on support for the party, but that it again
depends on what party. In Figure 2, we visualize the interaction effects and show the
marginal effect of the two partisan treatments conditioned on support for either the
Conservative Party or the Labour Party.

Figure 2. Conditional marginal effects of Labour and Conservative treatment on trust in the infor-
mation, conditioned on support for the Labour Party and the Conservative Party. (0¼ definitely not
vote for the party, 10¼ definitely vote for the party).
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The figure shows clearly how the effect of the Conservative partisan treatment is
contingent on respondents’ support for the two parties. Let us describe the results in
a step by step manner. Conservative supporters getting message from Conservative
politician are not affected by the treatment (1), but Labour supporters getting mes-
sage from Conservative politician are (2). The Labour treatment on the other hand is,
as mentioned, not contingent on respondents’ party support: Conservative supporters
getting message from a Labour politician (3), are affected to the same extent as
Labour supporters getting a message from a Labour politician (4). Here the effect is
around .7 across support for both parties.

This can appear puzzling, but if we take a closer look at the data, we find that this
result is related to the general relationship between political ideology and message
credibility perceptions. Conservative supporters find the news story less credible than
Labour supporters at the outset, when it is presented at the original news site, echo-
ing the relationship between trust in news and political ideology found in previous
studies. Hence, the effect of the Labour treatment is similar for Conservative and
Labour supporters, but Conservative supporters are influenced from a higher level of
mistrust (see Figure A2 in appendix).

Figure 2 nevertheless suggest that Labour supporters are more influenced by the
Conservative treatment (picture 2) compared to the Labour treatment (picture 4).
This is confirmed by two regression analyses restricted to the two party supporters,
one for Labour supporters and one for Conservative supporters (Table A3, Appendix,
Supplementary material). The nonpartizan, Conservative and Labour treatments all
have considerable effect on the Labour supporters. However, the Conservative treat-
ment has a significantly stronger effect. Only the Labour party treatment has an
effect on Conservative supporters. In conclusion, there are indeed intermediary-
sender effects on Facebook, and H3 is supported. However, such intermediary
effects are entangled in the rather complex relationship between trust and polit-
ical ideology.

Finally, we turn to the proposition that the original news source might influence
the effect of Facebook sharing (Table 4, model 8 and 9). Theoretically, we argued
that two scenarios were likely: Facebook could have a stronger effect when the ini-
tial source is really trusted as the potential to influence is greater. However, trust in
the original source could also trump the distrust in Facebook. As described above,
the original news source (NRK or TV2) was visible for all treatment groups (see
Figure A1). We investigate the effect of original source (Model 8) and if the treat-
ment effect is contingent on the news source through an interaction term (Model
9). Indeed, people consider the new story more credible when presented on the
public broadcaster website (NRK), but the interaction term between news source
and treatment in Model nine is not significant. Hence, the effect of the treatment is
not contingent on news source. Separate analysis of groups exposed to either NRK
or TV2 as the original source show that the effect is stronger for the groups
exposed to NRK (Table A5, Appendix, Supplementary material).6 Although the differ-
ence is not statistically significant, it arguably suggest that the credibility of the ori-
ginal news source do not hinder the negative influence of social media on news
credibility.
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Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, we have investigated if the disruptive change in news consumption
found in most established democracies (Newman et al. 2020; Van Aelst et al. 2017)
influences news story perceptions. More precisely, we have studied if the distribution
of a news story through Facebook influence the credibility of the news story. All in all
the results suggest that perception of a news story is influenced by Facebook distribu-
tion; people find the news less credible when they are exposed to it through
Facebook. Hence, hypothesis one was supported.

The effect of Facebook distribution is stronger when the news story is shared by a
politician. Although the effect was clearly significant in all treatment groups, the parti-
san effect was twice the size of the nonpartizan treatment. Hence, also hypothesis two
received clear support. At the outset, there was no difference between the effect of
the Conservative and Labour treatments. However, the results revealed clear inter-
mediary-sender effects, rooted in a somewhat complex relationship between percep-
tions of message credibility and political ideology. First, the Conservative partisan
treatment found a clear sender effect: Conservative supporters were not influenced by
Facebook distribution when the story was shared by a politician from the
Conservative Party, while the effect on Labour supporters was very strong. Second,
however, the effect of the Labour partisan treatment was not contingent on support
for the two parties. As discussed above, these results must be understood in light of
the relationship between political ideology and trust in news; Conservative supporters
were less influenced than Labour supporters because Conservative supporter already
found the news story less credible when it was presented on the original news site.
The Conservative treatment did, however, have a stronger effect on Labour supporters
than the Labour treatment had, indicating that intermediary sender effects are in play
for Labour supporters as well. Hence, hypothesis three was also supported, but the
relationship was not as straightforward as expected.

The results related to the intermediary sender has two implications worth discus-
sing. First, the results support existing empirical evidence emphasizing the importance
of the relationship between the intermediary sender and the audience when it comes
to effects on news credibility (e.g. Bene 2017a; Sterrett et al. 2019; Turcotte et al.
2015). If people are sympathetic to the intermediary sender, any negative effect is
smaller, or non-existent. Second, and relatedly, the results imply that the intermediary-
sender contributes not only to “agenda setting” in social networks, but also to how
shared news stories are perceived, and this could also increase tendencies towards
polarization. Although social media curation might curb tendencies towards fragmen-
tation and echo chambers (Taneja, Wu, and Edgerly 2018; Thorson and Wells 2016),
people seem to some extent to disregard news shared by someone they perceive to
differ from their own political beliefs. To investigate such possibilities should be of
great importance for future research.

In regards to trust in the original source, we had no clear expectation, but consid-
ered it plausible that Facebook distribution could on the one hand remove much of
the credibility of the original news source, but on the other hand also considered it
plausible that trust in the original source could trump the distrust in Facebook. Most
importantly, effects were found regardless of the original source. The effect did not
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differ significantly between groups exposed to the public broadcaster (NRK) and the
commercial alternative (TV 2). Moreover, a closer analysis of the data found that the
effect was consistently stronger for the groups exposed to the treatment with NRK as
the original source. This resonates well with Sterrett and colleagues (2019) finding that
a trusted news outlet did not influence to what extent respondents trusted informa-
tion in a news story distributed on social media.

As with all experiments, the experiment reported on in this article also has limita-
tions in regards to external validity. When people are exposed to news stories on
Facebook, it is often shared by someone they know. If they trust this person, they are
more likely to trust the news story as well (Bene 2017a; Sterrett et al. 2019; Turcotte
et al. 2015). Due to the nature of the data collection (national representative survey),
we were unable to include friends as the individual sharing the news story. Still,
exposure to news on Facebook is by far restricted to what close friends share as
“people get information not from a small network of homogenous users, but from
larger diverse networks that consists of friends of friends” (Taneja, Wu, and Edgerly
2018, 1794). When designing the experiment, we did consider using well- known poli-
ticians as intermediary senders. However, we were concerned that respondents’ strong
opinions about these individuals would complicate the interpretations of the experi-
mental effects. Still, experiments using well-known politicians should be an interesting
avenue for future research, but will probably need pre-treatment items measuring
opinions about the intermediary senders (Sterrett et al. 2019).

We only tested the effect using one single message. This was done because it was
important to avoid order effects (particularly fatigue due to the panel design). In this
case, using a single measure and between groups design should therefore not have
influenced the results, whereas a within group design could have caused order effects.
Although the aim of the study was not related to the content of this specific message
(the country’s economic development), but rather to the type of message (Facebook
distribution), it may be argued that the effects could also be influenced by the content
of the message distributed. Moreover, contextual factors might also influence the
results. Norway has high general levels of trust, and the comparatively low worry
about fake news might lead us to expect even stronger effects in other less trusting
contexts. However, this is an empirical question. Thus, replications are valuable and
we encourage similar studies to support the results of our experiment (see McEwan,
Carpenter, and Westerman 2018).

Our results are also at the outset limited to Facebook, and not all other types of
social media like Twitter, Instagram, and so on. Still, Facebook is the most widely used
social media, and is also increasingly important for news consumption (e.g. Newman
et al. 2018). Hence, the platform is a highly relevant social media for an investigation
into these matters. Studies that compare the effect of different types of intermediary
platforms should be an interesting avenue for future research.

Trust in news depends on several factors. Previous research has focussed on charac-
teristics with the message, the source, and the media, as well as individual level char-
acteristics of the news consumers. The results presented in this article adds evidence
to the proposition that in today’s hybrid communications systems, social media plat-
forms (the intermediary), as well as the intermediary-sender, must be included as
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factors influencing people’s trust in news. They act as heuristic cues for the audience
when evaluating the credibility of the news story (cf. Metzger, Flanagin, and Medders
2010; Metzger and Flanagin 2015; Kang et al. 2011). These results are both reassuring
and unsettling from a democratic perspective. As Coleman (2012) argues, citizenship
only works on the basis of common knowledge, and this makes trust in news an
essential aspect of modern democracies. If an increasingly common way of consuming
news indeed decrease news credibility, this can increase tendencies of citizens not
trusting that their fellow citizens are well informed about developments in society. On
the other hand, a total belief or trust in news are certainly not healthy for democracy.
As reports of fake news are increasing, it can be considered healthy for democracy
that people are sceptical towards the news they consume through intermediaries such
as Facebook. And importantly, although the effect of Facebook distribution was strong
and significant, it is not the case that people really distrust news they read on
Facebook, at least not when the original news source is visible. Still, if scepticism is
the new normal, the consequences of social media news sharing for long-term trust in
journalism and news production can be severe.

Notes

1. We use social media to denote online media for social interaction, including what is often
referred to as social networking sites that focus on building online social networks based
on shared interests or activities.

2. We adhere to the tradition that do not differentiate between these concepts.
3. https://www.ipsos.com/nb-no/ipsos-some-tracker-q117
4. The election survey also included questions about important issues, issue ownership, and

news consumption. These questions were asked in all four rounds.
5. See Figure A1, Supplementary material.
6. The mean in the experimental groups exposed to NRK are still, however, lower than in

experimental groups exposed to TV2.
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