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Dispersing the Opacity of Transparency in Journalism
on the Appeal of Different Forms of Transparency to the
General Public
Michael Karlsson

Department of Geography, Media and Communication, Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This study investigates the kinds of transparency that appeal to
different parts of the public and the extent to which transparency
can be a remedy for declining trust in journalism. It uses a
representative survey of Swedes, and the results show that there
are three distinct forms of transparency, including the previously
unreported ambient transparency, and that they appeal to
different people. News consumption or social media use has little
or no effect on transparency. The strongest positive effect on
transparency comes from appreciation of the current quality of
journalistic performance, high trust in journalists and media, and
having news media and authorities as the preferred channels of
information. Those most skeptical about journalism are also least
positive about transparency. The results suggest that transparency
has very limited reach as a cure for declining trust in, and the
trustworthiness of, journalism, possibly since the acts of
transparency themselves remain non-transparent.
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Transparency in journalism, broadly speaking the idea that news organizations are open to
the public in how news are being made, has been intensively discussed within journalism
studies and practice over the last 20 years. The ongoing digitalization of journalism has
only added to its relevance. Digital publishing has both created a need for transparency
in journalism, due to speed-induced accuracy problems, and increased the potential for
user-driven criticism, but it also provides unlimited space in which to correct and
explain publishing decisions, as well as engaging in dialogue with the public (Karlsson
2011). These discussions are also heavily linked to social media platforms beyond the
control of traditional news media (Lasorsa 2012; Lasorsa, Lewis, and Holton 2012; Revers
2014), prompting Revers (2014, 823) to view Twitter “as a carrier of the ethic of
transparency”.

Transparency in journalism has been embraced by academics, journalists and the public
alike. Journalists have elevated it to a central norm in contemporary journalism and it is so
established that it has been included in ethical/professional guidelines (Vos and Craft
2017). For academics it is a tool to (re)build relationships with the public and a
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countermeasure to declining trust in journalism, swaying an increasingly media-skeptical
public (Hayes, Singer, and Ceppos 2007; Morton 2015; Phillips 2010). There is also evidence
from the general public that transparency in news is seen as an important factor influen-
cing trust (Gallup 2018).

Some important ingredients are missing, however, before transparency can be pre-
scribed as a remedy for the lack of trust in journalism. The narrative regarding what trans-
parency is supposed to do involves underlying expectations and opacities in need of
further scrutiny. First, there is a tendency towards assuming that journalistic performance
can affect trust in a positive way, and there are good reasons for that, because research
into political and medical science has confirmed this and shown that the performance
of social institutions can affect how people trust them (Hall et al. 2001; Mishler and
Rose 2001). By altering how journalism is made, narrated and appears, people’s attitudes
towards it can shift, as trust “is a product of behaviours” (Fletcher and Park 2017, 1283).
Second, journalistic transparency and the public are portrayed as rather homogenous
and somewhat self-explanatory entities. In line with this thinking, it is not uncommon
to see predictions of how transparency, in the singular, can improve the public’s, in the
singular, trust in journalism (the review by Vos and Craft (2017) provides an excellent illus-
tration of the discourse surrounding journalistic transparency). While this theoretical
assumption might very well hold true it is still very much an open issue empirically, as
the public is rarely consulted about it at all (although there are exceptions that will be
detailed in the literature review).

An alternative approach in theory is to argue that one form of transparency in news
might appeal to some people but produce no or an opposing effect on others, complicat-
ing what can be achieved with more transparent journalism. There is evidence from neigh-
boring research areas (e.g., government transparency) that citizens have varying views of
transparency (Cuillier 2008; Cuillier and Piotrowski 2009; Piotrowski and Van Ryzin 2007)
and we know from media trust research that factors such as age, gender, education,
media use influence how people view news media. Most crucially, there is an implicit
assumption that those most skeptical towards journalism will have a positive, and
perhaps even more positive than others, attitude towards transparent journalism. Other-
wise, it would be very difficult, not to say impossible, to use transparency as a therapy to
counter declining trust in news. It is therefore of paramount significance to explore how
demographics, media habits and attitudes towards journalism among the public, are
linked with their views of different forms of journalistic transparency. No studies to date
have explored this line of inquiry, and the key aim of this study is to contribute to
filling this gap. Drawing from a representative Swedish survey (N = 2091) this paper
addresses the broad question – what form of transparency in journalism appeals to
what form of public?

The Importance of Transparency to Journalism Studies and Practice

When discussing the emergence of distinct scholarly subfields, such as journalism studies,
Carlson et al. (2018) point to the centrality of normative assumptions and identity practices
as what they refer to as the core commitments of a field. They identify transparency as a
key facet in the commitment of journalism studies to, and exploration of, normative
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awareness. Research implications for transparency extend into the heart of what journal-
ism studies and practice are and should be.

The idea of transparency as a way to improve journalism and form a stronger relationship
with audiences has been at the forefront of journalism studies and practice for at least 20
years. The most detailed, extended and authoritative account of what they call the rule or
spirit of transparency is perhaps made in Kovach and Rosenstiel’s highly cited book, the
first edition of which was printed in 2001, The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople
Should Know and the Public Should Expect (Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001; Kovach and Rosen-
stiel 2007). This spirit both invites dialogue with the public, and is about telling and showing
the public how journalism is done. Kovach and Rosenstiel predict that in the end this is a way
to reconnect with the public. Other researchers have built on this research and suggested
that transparency can be linked to increased trust, trustworthiness, accountability and auth-
enticity (Carvalho, Chung, and Koliska 2018; Karlsson 2010; Karlsson 2011; Morton 2015; Phil-
lips 2010; Singer 2007, 2005), that a more transparent journalism requires new practices and
skillsets among journalists (Bivens 2008), and that transparency can be seen as a defensive
move to preserve journalistic authority (Allen 2008; Karlsson 2010).

The next two sections detail the antecedents of this thinking and the prerequisites for
this to also work in practice.

Transparency as Uncertainty Reducer and Trust Increaser

Uncertainty and vulnerability are preconditions for trust, because if people really know
about the state of things, then they would not have to be vulnerable and trust others
to inform them (Hall et al. 2001; Lewis and Weigert 1985; Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman
1995). Trust thus serves the dual function of reducing uncertainty and replacing knowl-
edge at the same time (Kohring and Matthes 2007).

Uncertainty is also an inevitable aspect of news consumption, as news consumers
cannot usually verify the events themselves (Tsfati and Cappella 2003). Transparency,
then, can be considered a tool to allow the public to increase their knowledge about
how journalism gets done, thereby decreasing uncertainty and, it is hoped and predicted,
decreasing the risk involved in trusting journalism. As Kovach and Rosenstiel argue (2007,
92), “It [transparency] allows the audience to judge the validity of the information, the
process by which it was secured, and the motives and biases of the journalist providing
it”. Transparency, ideally, reduces the risk one takes in trusting others. Transparency
could thus appeal to low-trust members of the public who, all other things being equal,
do not trust journalism and the news media under regular conditions, but may eventually,
find journalism more trustworthy through acts of transparency. In order to better under-
stand the role of journalistic transparency in relation to media trust, we therefore need to
scrutinize how members of the public view it. But what do people trust in others, when
they trust? How is a transparent journalism connected to that “what”? A closer look is
needed at journalistic performance in order to address those questions.

Linking Trust to Transparent Performances, Countering Vulnerability

Trust in journalism is usually linked to institutions and people; for example, the extent of
which the public (the trustor) trust in journalists or news media organizations (the trustee).
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While trust can be general, it is also a question of what the public trust journalists to do
specifically (c.f. Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995, 729). The vulnerability underpinning
trust is linked to expectations that “… the other will perform a particular action important
to the trustor… ” (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995, 712; see also Rousseau et al. 1998)
according to certain standards. It is a pointed vulnerability that cannot be alleviated by
blind trust. Relatedly, Lewis and Weigert (1985, 981) argue that trust in profession-client
relationships must be built on “an adequate symbolic representation of the competence
and integrity of the professional” (e.g., a performance). Trusting, as something a member
of the public does, then, is related to the evaluation of expected performances and charac-
teristics by, in this case, professional journalists. An evaluation is essentially asking the
question – are these performances trustworthy, based on the currently available infor-
mation, to such an extent that I can let my guard down and be willing to vulnerable to
the unmonitored and uncontrolled actions of those journalists or media outlets (c.f.
Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995)? This turns attention to the performative dimension
of building trust in highlighting how the job gets done, and that trust “is a product of beha-
viours” (Fletcher and Park 2017, 1283). Because transparency is essentially about doing
journalism differently, this inevitably means changing journalistic performance, and how
it appears to the public through various “rituals of transparency” (Karlsson 2010). The
key theoretical question underlining this whole strand of research is to what extent a
more transparent journalistic performance affects the trustworthiness of journalism
leading to an increased trust in journalism by the public?

In this context it will be interesting to probe the relationship between attitudes towards
the standards of current journalistic performance and transparency. Since there is an
implicit suggestion in previous theorizing that those critical of how journalism is currently
done (e.g., non-transparent, falling short of fulfilling its societal purposes) will be positive
about a more transparent journalism.

The remainder of the theory section will turn its attention to previous research that
has tried to unpack different forms of transparency in journalism, how members of
the public view journalistic transparency, and its proposed interweaving with social
media platforms.

Forms of Transparency

Up until this point, many scholars have felt compelled to theorize about what transparency
can do for journalism, and there is no shortage of hope and predictions that transparency
is a medicine for journalism trust issues vis-a-vis the public.

Neither term, however – “transparency” or “public” – is always explicitly granulated to a
level where they can be investigated empirically, but there is growing body of research
seeking to define and investigate transparency in journalism. A commonly used distinction
divides the general openness that transparency proposes into two specific forms – disclos-
ure and participatory transparency (Karlsson 2010). These forms will be detailed in the
method, but disclosure transparency involves various techniques illustrating to the
public how and why the news is being made, by, for instance, explaining the news selec-
tion process and so opening up news production for insights. Participatory transparency is
understood as inviting outsiders (such as the audience) to partake in various stages of the
news production by, for example, commenting or sending in images of events.
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So far, the understanding of different forms of transparency has been advanced from
what journalists and news media do. Should the point of departure instead be from the
public, then new, other, and conflicting forms of transparency might emerge.

A Lack of Perspectives from the Public

Despite a large and growing body of studies, research on transparency in news rarely
involves the public This is problematic as neither journalism in general, nor transpar-
ency in particular, can be properly understood without taking into consideration the
news consumers “… as active and intrinsic components of journalism as a cultural prac-
tice” (Carlson et al. 2018, 12). In other words, the public have a stake in determining
what is considered proper journalism. Should various levels of public anticipation not
be met or swayed, then journalism cannot possess or exercise authority (c.f. Carlson
2017; Karlsson and Clerwall 2019; Sjøvaag 2010). Whilst there is a shortage of studies
there are some that offer advice.

When investigating the article topics and political leanings, an experimental US
study found that transparency had a small positive effect on trustworthiness (Curry
and Stroud 2019), however, another US-based experiment found that objectivity pro-
duced greater trustworthiness than transparency (Tandoc and Thomas 2017). In
Europe, survey studies in the Netherlands have shown that the public is relatively posi-
tive towards participatory transparency in news (without specifically using that term),
but that only a minority is interested in actually being involved in making the news (van
der Wurff and Schoenbach 2014; van der Wurff and Schönbach 2014). van der Wurff
and Schönbach (2014) also reported that activities related to disclosure transparency
(e.g., admitting mistakes, explain how news items are made) are appreciated by the
public. The key take-away from studies conducted in Sweden (Karlsson and Clerwall
2018; Karlsson, Clerwall, and Nord 2014) is that transparency in news is not a big
issue for the public, but that they are more appreciative of disclosure than participatory
transparency.

With one exception (Curry and Stroud 2019) there have been no similar studies on
transparency. Curry and Stroud (2019) investigated the moderating effects on transpar-
ency and found that neither article topic, nor participant’s political inclination had an
impact on how the participants viewed transparency. It is still reasonable to propose
that transparency will be influenced by different forms of publics, however, for instance
based on demographics and attitudes, as we know from studies on media credibility in
general that there is a correlation between credibility assessment and media use (Curry
and Stroud 2019; Kiousis 2001) where those more skeptical towards news media will
use it less (Tsfati and Cappella 2003). Gender, age and education have also been inves-
tigated and occasionally found to matter in relation to media exposure and credibility
(Tsfati and Ariely 2014; Tsfati & Capella 2003). From research on governmental transpar-
ency we know that, for instance, internet use, age, gender, education, frequency of con-
tacting government, confidence in, or suspiciousness towards, governmental officials
are important determinants explaining citizens attitudes and demands towards
different forms of transparency (Cuillier and Piotrowski 2009; Piotrowski and Van
Ryzin 2007). Although the forms of transparency measured in that research area are
not directly translatable to the context of transparency in journalism the results do
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point to important theoretical dimensions in explaining individual’s relation towards
transparency performed by societal institutions.

Generally, previous empirical studies involving the public show that transparency in
journalism has a small effect on how the public views the trustworthiness (primarily
source and message credibility) of journalism.

Information Distribution and Performing Transparency on Social Media
Platforms

The changed media landscape entails a higher reliance on various platforms for news/
information distribution, meaning that people will search for, and find, information from
various actors, both journalistic and non-journalistic. Building on the relationship
between different forms of publics and the connection to news exposure, media diets
and media skepticism (e.g., skeptics seeking alternatives to legacy media) observed in pre-
vious research (Fletcher and Park 2017; Tsfati and Cappella 2003), it would also be perti-
nent to examine the relationship between the places people seek information and their
views on transparency in news. The wealth of information sources online means that is
much easier to find alternatives to mainstream media. Theoretically, it is interesting to
see whether people’s preferred source of information is related to journalistic transpar-
ency. For instance, if there is a positive relationship between attitudes towards transpar-
ency in journalism and an inclination to search for information outside the journalistic
realm, then a more transparent journalism might appeal, enticing them to go (back) to
news outlets.

Related to changing patterns in information distribution, some previous research
(Lasorsa 2012; Lasorsa, Lewis, and Holton 2012; Revers 2014) has underlined the role of
social media, especially Twitter, in relation to transparency, pointing to Twitter “as a
carrier of the ethic of transparency” (Revers 2014, 823). Transparency in journalism is
thus to some extent performed on social media platforms and it is therefore pertinent
to explore the relationship between attitudes to social media, social media use and trans-
parency. According to previous research, there is an implicit theoretical proposition pre-
dicting a positive correlation between the use of, and attitudes towards, social media
and journalistic transparency, as the positive virtue of transparency is performed on
social media, visible to people who are positive towards, and using social media. Following
this, it is of interest to investigate the relationship between preferred media use (e.g., news
consumption, social media use, preferred channel of communication) and transparency in
journalism.

Research Questions

Although the previous research reports that the public are not exactly enthused to find
transparency there are at least three reasons to continue empirical research into how
the public views transparency in journalism. First, in the long term, and since journalistic
practice and norms have changed before, journalistic transparency can be established as a
new norm if other factors in society work towards that goal. Journalism does not invent its
norms, ethics or professional skills in a vacuum (Ward 2019), but builds on what is available
and acceptable within a specific historical and cultural context. Second, although the
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effects of transparency in journalism are minor and it does not seem to be at the forefront
of people’s minds, when there is a transparency effect, it is generally positive. Third,
despite the small return that research has yielded so far, there is still persistent interest
in, and hope tied to, transparency in journalism, as outlined in the literature noted above.

Previous research is not able to guide us to propose hypotheses about how media trust
will affect views on transparency in journalism but it does indicate trust as a good place to
start looking for differences. In particular, it is interesting to see whether some transpar-
ency techniques are more appealing to low-trust publics than others. After all, it is
those people that transparency is supposed to convert from skeptics to believers, and
for that to happen, transparency must appeal to those with less trust in news media.
Drawing on the theoretical framework and previous research outlined above, the follow-
ing research questions are posed:

RQ1 What is the relationship between age, gender, education and attitudes towards transpar-
ency in journalism?

RQ2What is the relationship between trust in media (RQ2a), the assessment of journalistic per-
formance (RQ2b) and attitudes towards transparency in journalism?

RQ3 What is the relationship between attitudes towards social media (RQ3a), social media use
(RQ3b) and attitudes towards transparency in journalism?

RQ4 What is the relationship between preferred channel of information and attitudes towards
transparency in journalism?

RQ5 What is the relationship between news consumption and attitudes towards transparency
in journalism?

Method

A representative Swedish national survey (N = 2091) was used to inform the research ques-
tions and is a part of a larger research project on transparency and credibility consisting in
total of 91 questions spread over 19 areas of enquiry (all not reported here). The mean time
to answer the survey was 12 min. Some parts of the material have been presented in pre-
vious publications where the method is discussed in more detail (Karlsson and Clerwall
2018; Karlsson, Clerwall, and Nord 2017). The data were collected in cooperation with
polling company TNS/Sifo during March 10th and 24th 2014 using their panel of a repre-
sentative sample of Swedes. Invitations to the online survey were sent to 7918 persons to
ages 16 and upwards. The polling company offers an incentive program for their panelists
(e.g., collecting credits to either give away to charity or receive a small remuneration such
as movie tickets and gift vouchers). A 26.4% response rate produced 2091 answers. The
respondents were slightly older (M = 51, SD = 16) than Swedes in general and there
were also more women responding than men (52% women, 48% men).

The survey builds on previous work (Karlsson 2010) that has identified disclosure and
participatory transparency as distinct expressions of a general openness. The respondents
were asked to express their attitudes towards 12 transparency techniques serving as
dependent variables. Nine variables were connected to disclosure transparency (e.g.,
explaining and detailing the news production process) asking the respondents to voice
their opinions on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1-very bad to 7-very good) regarding what
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they thought about when news media: (1) Tells them there is an error is news stories (M =
4.80, SD = 1.90), (2) Explains why there was an error (M = 4.49, SD = 1.96), (3) Notes when a
news story was published or updated (M = 4.56, SD = 1.52), (4) Explains why a certain news
story was published (M = 4.11, SD = 1.77), (5) Explain why a particular framing was used in
a news story (M = 3.91, SD = 1.95), (6) Lets journalists personal opinions be expressed in the
news stories (M = 3.45, SD = 1.54), (7) Let journalists personal opinions be expressed at
other places on the news sites (but not in news stories) (M = 3.83, SD = 1.53), (8) Use hyper-
links to other content on the website (e.g., internal linking) (M = 4.01, SD = 1.55), (9) Use
hyperlinks to link to content on other websites (e.g., external linking) (M = 4.04, SD = 1.51).

Three variables were linked to participatory transparency (e.g., opening up news pro-
duction for people outside the news organization to take part in), again on a 7-point
Likert-type scale (1-very bad, 7-very good), where the respondents were asked to show
what they thought about letting members of the audience: (10) Comment on news
stories on news sites (M = 4.45, SD = 1.55), (11) Have their images published on news
sites (M = 3.98, SD = 1.48), (12) Publish their own news stories on news sites (M = 3.30,
SD = 1.56).

The independent variables (means and standard deviation for the independent vari-
ables with ordinal scale can be found in Appendix) are in two groups, where the first
are basic demographic variables: gender, age (years), education (in the Swedish school
system this follows the division: 9 years, 11 years, 12 years, +2 years at university, +3
years at university). The other group of independent variables is connected to different
forms of media use and attitudes towards media and journalism. The respondents were
asked about their local and national news use (days per week), use of social media such
as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube (days per week), and their preferred channel
of information – from news media, social media, interpersonal communication or auth-
orities – in three different hypothetical scenarios – regarding riots and civil unrest,
storm warnings, and the head of a governmental body using tax money for private con-
sumption – on a 7-graded scale (1 = not at all probable, 7 = very probable). The scenarios
are different in character as riots and civil unrest is uncommon (although not unheard of)
the other to occur more frequently in Sweden. Moreover, storms have natural causes while
corruption has a clear human origin. Together, the scenarios offer a chance to see if the
respondents think they would act differently depending on the type of event they were
facing.

Attitudes towards media were measured in several ways (with one exception, the 7-
point Likert scale was from 1 – do not agree at all to, 7 – fully agree). First, there was a
straightforward claim suggesting that the news media can be trusted, and then a ques-
tion (e.g., non-Likert scale) about the extent of their trust in Swedish journalists. Second,
the respondents were asked to take a position about whether journalists live up to their
professional standards, as this is an indication of media skepticism (Tsfati and Cappella
2003). They were asked to rate whether: (1) Journalists are good at informing the public
about what is going on in society, (2) Journalists are good at scrutinizing those with
power in society, (3) Journalists are good at reporting about all parts of society, (4) Jour-
nalists in general are competent to do their job, (5) Journalists in general are good at
providing full coverage of events. Third, the respondents were also asked to rate the
social media in general (7-point Likert scale going from 1 – do not agree at all to, 7 –
fully agree) and whether they agreed or not that social media: (1) Gives me information
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quickly about what is going on, (2) Gives me a poor overview of different opinions on an
issue, (3) Gives me a feeling of community with others who are like me, (4) Does not give
me a credible view of what is going on, (5) Offers amusement and distraction when I
want it.

This should provide an extensive assessment of the relationships usually explored in
credibility studies (e.g., age, gender, education, trust and media use) as well as opening
up related but new inquiries (e.g., journalistic performance, preferred channel of infor-
mation, use of and attitudes towards social media), as detailed in the theory section.

Data Treatment

A factor analysis was conducted to see which of the dependent variables were interrelated
(Table 1). Three dimensions were drawn from the original 12 dependent variables,
suggesting that the previous understanding of disclosure and participatory transparency
could be refined further.

Participatory transparency formed a dimension of its own, while what has previously
been defined as disclosure transparency came out as two dimensions in the PCA. The
PCA suggests that there is still a distinct disclosure transparency dimension that is very
clearly connected to specific news stories (e.g., admitting there was an error in a news
story, explaining why a news story was published, etc.). The second dimension, stemming
from the previously identified disclosure transparency, contains variables that are not
related to the news story per se, but can be argued as important for the context of the
news story. Both journalist opinions and hyperlinks are tangential to the news story but
could potentially have an effect on opinions. Inspired by Hermida’s (2010) concept of
ambient journalism (i.e., dispersed information and interactions that form an awareness
system around journalistic content), it is proposed that this is a kind of ambient transpar-
ency, via peripheral information, that might be relevant to better understanding the news
story but not actually part of the news story. A more elaborate account of this concept can
be found in the discussion.

Table 1. Dimensions in views of transparency among Swedes (loading scores).
Disclosure

Transparency
Ambient

transparency
Participatory
transparency

Tell when there is an error in news stories .892
Tell why there was an error .915
Tell when a news story was published or updated .759
Explain why a certain news story was published .898
Explain why a particular framing was used in a news story .890
Let journalists’ personal opinions be expressed in the
news stories

.701

Let journalists’ personal opinions be expressed at other
places on the news sites (but not in news stories)

.763

Use internal hyperlinks .809
Use external hyperlinks .716
User comments .752
User pictures in news stories .874
User news stories .821

Note: Extraction method: Principal component analysis. Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalization. Dimensions
have an eigenvalue ≥1. Values under 0.4 are suppressed. The factor analysis passed Bartlett’s test of sphericity X2 (66) =
9716,178, p < .001 and Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (.782).
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Cronbach’s alpha was tested for all three dimensions (Table 2) and was over the rec-
ommended value (0.7). All 12 variables formed an index, with a Cronbach’s alpha of
.822. This shows that there are three distinct dimensions of journalistic transparency,
but that they also fit together under a larger transparency in journalism umbrella. Some
of the independent variables could also be converted into indices (see Table 2). All four
regressions in the results section (Table 3) passed multicollinearity tests.

Table 2. Indices, included variables and Cronbach’s alpha values.

Index Variables
Cronbach’s

alpha

Disclosure transparency – Tell when there is an error is news stories
– Tell why there was an error
– Tell when a news story was published or updated
– Explain why a certain news story was published
– Explain why a particular framing was used in a news story

.925

Ambient transparency – Let journalists’ personal opinions be expressed in the news
stories
– Let journalists’ personal opinions be expressed at other places
on the news sites (but not in news stories)
– Use internal hyperlinks
– Use external hyperlinks

.761

Participatory transparency – User comments
– User pictures in news stories
– User news stories

.775

All transparency variables All of the above .822
Trust in news – News media can be trusted

– In general, how great is your trust in Swedish journalists
.818

Quality of journalistic performance – Journalists are good at informing citizens about what is going
on in society
– Journalists are good at scrutinizing those with power in
society
– Journalists are good a reporting about all parts of society
– Journalists in general are competent to do their job
– Journalists in general are good at providing full coverage of
events

.911

Social media is useful to me – Social media provides me quickly with information about what
is going on
– Social media gives me a sense of belonging with other people
that are like me
– Social media gives me amusement and entertainment when I
want

.790

Social media cannot be trusted – Social media provide poor diversity in the spectrum of opinions
about an issue
– Social media does not give me a credible account of what is
going on

.700

Will use news media to keep me
informed

– If there was a storm warning in your area, how probable is it
that you will use news media to be informed?
– If there was riots and civil unrest somewhere in Sweden, how
probable is it that you will use news media to be informed?
– If a head of a governmental body is suspected to have used
tax payers money to pay for private consumption, how
probable is it that you will use news media to be informed?

.825

Will use authorities to keep me
informed

Same as above but news media swapped for authorities, social
media and interpersonal communication.

.821

Will use social media to keep me
informed

.905

Will use interpersonal
communication to keep me
informed

.772

Note: The indices were created by adding the different variables together and dividing with the number of variables.
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Table 3. Effects of age, gender, education, views on trust in media, journalistic performance, usefulness
of social media, trust in social media, preferred way to be informed, news consumption, social media
use on perceptions of transparency: Regression analysis (OLS; Standard Errors in Parentheses).

Disclosure
transparency

Ambient
transparency

Participatory
transparency

Transparency as a
whole (all 12 variables)

Age −.016
(.003)

−.080*
(.003)

−.040
(.003)

−.048
(.002)

Gender (ref male) .068**
(.080)

−.040
(.063)

−.064*
(.053)

.009
(.055)

Education
Education 2−years in upper
secondary school (ref: elementary
school)

−.011
(.162)

.000
(.130)

−.041
(.136)

−.009
(.111)

Education 3−years in upper
secondary school (ref: elementary
school)

−.012
(.148)

−.014
(.115)

−.100*
(.122)

−.042
(.099)

Education maximum 2−years at
university (ref: elementary school)

−.017
(.156)

.020
(.123)

−.142***
(.128)

−.047
(.104)

Education longer than 2−years at
university (ref: elementary school)

−.069
(.144)

.063
(.115)

−.194***
(.119)

−.084
(.097)

Index: Trust in media .103**
(.046)

.038
(.036)

.046
(.037)

.104*
(.030)

Index: Quality of journalistic
performance

.185***
(.052)

.207***
(.041)

.039
(.042)

.185***
(.034)

Index: Social media is useful to me .026
(.034)

.113**
(.026)

.122***
(.028)

.096**
(.022)

Index: Social media cannot be
trusted

.029
(.025)

−.028
(.020)

−.063*
(.021)

−.005
(.017)

Index: will use news media to keep
me informed

.152***
(.037)

.032
(.029)

.052
(.030)

.168***
(.024)

Index: will use authorities to keep
me informed

.053*
(.023)

.059*
(.018)

.009
(.019)

.083**
(.015)

Index: will use social media to keep
me informed

−.001
(.027)

.033
(.022)

.150***
(.022)

.050
(.018)

Index: will use interpersonal
communication to keep me
informed

.027
(.029)

.047
(.023)

.003
(.024)

.034
(.019)

News consumption (days per week)
National PSB (Rapport) −.074**

(.018)
−.028
(.014)

−.003
(.014)

−.074*
(.011)

National commercial (Tv4) −.030
(.018)

−.005
(.014)

.068**
(.014)

.007
(.012)

Dagens nyheter (quality press) .037
(.017)

.058*
(.014)

.018
(.014)

.043
(.011)

Svenska dagbladet (quality press) .026
(.021)

.058
(.017)

−.013
(.018)

.007
(.014)

Expressen (tabloid) −.013
(.018)

−.056
(.014)

−.003
(.015)

−.056
(.012)

Aftonbladet (tabloid) −.032
(.015)

.017
(.012)

.016
(.012)

−.014
(.010)

Metro (free) .016
(.028)

.025
(.022)

.035
(.023)

.054
(.019)

Local morning paper .033
(.013)

−.007
(.012)

−.028
(.011)

.038
(.009)

Social media use (days peer week)
Facebook −.039

(.013)
−.029
(.012)

−.042
(.013)

−.046
(.010)

Twitter −.014
(.026)

.028
(.02)

−.107***
(.021)

−.051
(.016)

Instagram −.069*
(.019)

−.001
(.015)

.012
(.016)

−.025
(.012)

YouTube .103***
(.022)

.020
(.017)

.068*
(.018)

.110***
(.014)

(Continued )
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Results

Four regressionmodelswere run to investigate the RQs (see Table 3); one for each of the three
dimensions detected in the PCA and one with all 12 transparency variables in one index.

A first observation is that different forms of transparency appeal to different publics.
There is no instance where there is significant relationship between an independent vari-
able and all three dimensions of transparency.

RQ1 asked about age, gender, and education in relation to transparency in journalism.
Education is a negative predictor towards participatory transparency; the higher the edu-
cation the less appreciative people are of participatory transparency. Transparency is also
gendered, as women are more positive about disclosure and men more positive about
participatory transparency. In the regressions, age had a small effect on ambient transpar-
ency, where older people hold a more negative view.

RQ2 probed the relationship between trust in the media (RQ2a), assessment of the
quality of journalistic performance (RQ2b), and attitudes towards transparency in journal-
ism. These all explained some variance in disclosure transparency, and a positive evalu-
ation of journalistic performance had a rather strong effect on ambient transparency.
Participatory transparency was not affected by media trust and views on journalistic
performance.

Attitudes towards social media (RQ3a) did not impinge on disclosure transparency at all,
while the idea that social media was useful and could be trusted was a positive predictor of
participatory transparency. The regressions were also a positive effect from thinking social
media was useful as regards ambient transparency. Social media use (RQ3b) did have
some effect on attitudes towards transparency. Increased Twitter use was negatively
associated with participatory transparency, while increased YouTube use was positively
linked with it. Increased YouTube use had a positive effect on disclosure transparency,
while Instagram use had a negative effect.

RQ4 asked about the relationship between the preferred channel of information vis a
vis transparency in journalism. The regression analysis found that the use of news
media and authorities had a positive effect on disclosure transparency. A willingness to
turn to channels run by authorities had a positive effect on ambient transparency. The
use of social media to keep informed had a positive effect on participatory transparency.

Finally, RQ5 asked about the relationship between news consumption and attitudes
towards transparency in journalism. The regression analysis showed that consuming the
national public service broadcasting news report “Rapport” had a negative effect on dis-
closure transparency and there was a positive effect from using the national quality
press “Dagens Nyheter” on ambient transparency. There was a positive effect on participa-
tory transparency from using news from the national commercial broadcaster TV4. No
other media use had an effect on any form of transparency.

Table 3. Continued.
Disclosure

transparency
Ambient

transparency
Participatory
transparency

Transparency as a
whole (all 12 variables)

Constant 1.205*** 2.172*** 3.157*** 2.044***
Adjusted R2 .143 .101 .104 .182
N 1643 1477 1578 1294
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Overall, the results suggest that there are indeed distinct forms of transparency in jour-
nalism, and that these forms appeal to different publics.

Dispersing the Opacity of Transparency

A key rationale for this study was to see what form of transparency in journalism appealed
to what form of public, and whether journalism studies and practice have to granulate the
understanding of both transparency and public further. The overall impression is a
resounding “Yes!” Journalistic transparency is distributed along at least three different
dimensions according to the public. The results also show that there is dispersion in
what kind of transparency appeals, or does not appeal, to different parts of the public.
Talking about transparency and the public as one-dimensional concepts is thus insuffi-
cient. There is no way of pleasing everyone. For instance, turning on features of participa-
tory transparency pleases males with lower education and positive attitudes to social
media, but risks displeasing highly educated women.

However, there is something that is even more interesting and detrimental in relation
to the ability of transparency to cure media distrust than the complexities of transparency
and the conflicting effects that it produces. Above all, the results distinctly show that a
favorable view of transparency in journalism is produced by an appreciation of the
current quality of journalistic performance, and high trust in journalists and media, and
news media and authorities as the preferred channel of information. Those most skeptical
of journalism are also the least positive about journalistic transparency. Using transparency
in news is thus largely preaching to the choir. It will take some higher forms of acrobatics
to use transparency to convert media skeptics. The present study suggests that transpar-
ency in news has very limited reach as a cure for declining trustworthiness.

That said, participatory transparency is the only dimension where having a pre-formed
positive view about a social institution does not matter. This form of transparency is
about reducing the role of journalists in producing the news, however, and can also be inter-
preted as a form ofmedia skepticism (see also Fletcher and Park 2017). This is also a potential
opening for channels that are normally closed, as a study by Fletcher and Park (2017) showed
that people with low trust are bothmore likely to use non-mainstreammedia andmore likely
to engage in participatory practices. Participatory transparency is thus an opportunity to
interact with people who are skeptical towards journalism, but it will take commitment
from journalists who are already spread thin, and the outcomes of these interactions are
not predictable or without risk. As the regression analysis in this study demonstrate,
gender (female) and education (higher) had a negative effect on participatory transparency
and from previous research we know that adversarial comments negatively affect the credi-
bility of journalism (Anderson et al. 2014; Karlsson, Clerwall, and Nord 2014). Using participa-
tory transparency must thus be considered a balancing act, and the net effect on
trustworthiness might be negative. Future research should evaluate whether various partici-
patory features can sway those who are negative about journalism without side effects.

Reducing One Leap of Faith by Asking for Another?

Journalism is marked by uncertainty, and so it needs to be trusted (Kohring and Matthes
2007; Tsfati & Capella, 2005). One has to take a leap of faith. The discourse on how
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transparency in journalism can increase trust is centered about reducing uncertainty by
showing how journalism is done (Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001): in short, decreasing the
leap of faith. While acts of transparency improve the ability to monitor or control the
content of a news article, those acts of transparency themselves remain non-transparent,
and hence, trust comes into play again. The results from this study suggest that the media
skeptic news consumer still finds themselves taking a big leap of faith to trust the trans-
parency measures that are supposedly decreasing the leap of faith in trusting journalism in
the first place. Skepticism towards journalism might also be directed towards journalistic
transparency, as it basically stems from the same source. The problem, it seems, is less
about the use or absence of transparency, the journalistic performance per se, and
more about attitudes concerning journalism as a social institution, and indicatively,
other social institutions.

Trusting others is about taking risks. Transparency is about minimizing that risk or
giving the idea that the risk is less. That prompts the question of how much and what
kind of transparency is needed in order to lower the risk so much that a less trusting
person would be willing to accept it (c.f. Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007). Another
related factor affecting the evaluation of a current performance might be previous trust
violations and the time and measures taken to repair them. Trust might also be unrelated
to a rational evaluation of performance, but instead affected by emotional attachments
and moods (Lewis and Weigert 1985; Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007). A combination
of qualitative studies (e.g., talking to various representatives from the public) and elabor-
ate experimental settings exploring different forms of journalistic transparency could
inform that line of query.

Ambient Transparency

Karlsson (2010) proposed two, but according to the factor analysis, there are three distinct
transparency dimensions that are also connected, as the Cronbach’s alpha test demon-
strated. In particular, the suggested ambient transparency needs further elaboration. In
his seminal article on ambient journalism Hermida (2010, 301) discussed ambient journal-
ism as an awareness system where “… value is defined less by each individual fragment of
information that may be insignificant on its own or of limited validity, but rather by the
combined effect of the communication” [author’s italics]. While Hermida extends this aware-
ness system to include many forms of information, including contributions from users, I
propose to limit ambient transparency to information provided by the news producers,
as the PCA distinguished this dimension of transparency from that of the users (e.g., par-
ticipatory transparency). As previous literature (Karlsson 2011; Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001;
Singer 2007) has pointed out, transparency is at heart a process anchored in the news
media and led by journalists. In order to improve trust in journalism it is journalistic per-
formance that must be central, not any bit of information that might be relevant. Follow-
ing this, ambient transparency can be understood as techniques or tools that are used/
added by news producers in the vicinity of (news) content making it possible for news con-
sumers to evaluate and form new meanings of news stories, through the association of
content with the provided context. Such tools include, but are not limited to; hyperlinks,
journalists’ personal opinions, and marking whether something is a news story or native
advertising. Ambient transparency techniques add information around the edges of
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news stories but disregard the public inside the frame of the news stories, and do not
explain the content per se, as unlike participatory and disclosure transparency.

The results from this study suggest that this form of transparency is primarily appreci-
ated by those who think that journalism is performing well – it is added value to some-
thing already seen positively. It is possible that, those appreciating this form of
transparency are also actively searching for information in established networks, as they
also turn to authorities as acknowledged nodes in the public sphere (DN is the flagship
paper in Sweden), and, a reasonable interpretation suggests, use social media networks
to corroborate information from media and authorities. Conversely, ambient transparency
does not seem to appeal to those who are guarded about the “legacy” information system
and, thus, is not a likely tool to convert skeptics.

It’s Complicated – Journalistic Transparency and Social Media

Increased Twitter use is negatively connected to participatory transparency and not associ-
ated with any of the other forms of transparency. On the one hand, this makes it hard to
see Twitter as a critical carrier of the transparency ethic that some previous research has
indicated (Lasorsa 2012; Lasorsa, Lewis, and Holton 2012; Revers 2014), and rather the
opposite. There is, however, as the regression analysis show, a positive effect on disclosure
and participatory transparency from increased YouTube use Conversely again, there is
negative effect from increased Instagram use on disclosure transparency. Clearly, social
media cannot be lumped together in one category regarding how it relates to journalistic
transparency, and more research is needed to unpack these relationships. Overall,
however, the results show that social media plays the second and third fiddle to other
factors, and that, as a result, future research on transparency should treat them
accordingly.

Contribution and an Alternative Research Agenda for Transparency and Trust in
Journalism

This study contributes to the scholarly discussion about transparency in journalism in
several ways. It has to some extent unpacked the complexity of transparency, showing
that it is not a one-form-fits-all solution. It has in fact illustrated the complexity between
different forms of transparency and different forms of publics. More specifically, it has
shown that journalistic transparency is a poor remedy for distrust regarding the media,
possibly because the transparency measures themselves must be trusted. It has pointed
to the key importance of starting with the public to advance knowledge about the role
that transparency can play in contemporary journalism. In doing so, it has suggested,
through the example of ambient transparency, that there are additional dimensions of
transparency to explore and discover.

Currently, much of the research into journalistic transparency and trust/trustworthi-
ness is examining how journalism is open in its practice, and departs from the way
in which scholars and journalists understand transparency. There is an alternative
and, so far, untraveled path forward. Previous research has shown us that trust is con-
nected to performance (Fletcher and Park 2017; Hall et al. 2001; Mishler and Rose 2001).
This performance takes place in front of the public who can evaluate the quality of and
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approve/disapprove the performance or, in other words, the trustworthiness of the per-
formance. We also know that factors such as ability (skills, competencies and character-
istics), benevolence (the intention to do good to the trustor) and integrity (adhering to
a set of mutually accepted principles) have been validated as important antecedents of
trust in many research areas (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995; Schoorman, Mayer,
and Davis 2007). If these preconditions are correct, then, in order to understand the
potential role of transparency in journalism, I propose that the following needs to be
done.

First, we need to further explore what the public identifies as, and expects of, specific
journalistic performances of trust dimension factors, such as, (but not limited to) ability,
benevolence and integrity. Having an open approach regarding how the public views
this is extremely important, as their expectations are linked to vulnerability that, in turn,
is linked to trust. Put differently, the public, or more aptly publics, will evaluate whether
their “positive expectations of the intentions or behavior” (Rousseau et al. 1998, 395;
see also Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995) are delivered by the journalists or not. The
outcome of that evaluation will decide whether they feel let down and vulnerable or
not, which in turn, will affect their trust in journalism. These expectations may not be
very different from the way that journalists and scholars have come to understand
them, as indicated by previous research where the public seems much aligned with jour-
nalistic norms and practices (Karlsson and Clerwall 2019), but the grounds on which the
public evaluates and trusts/distrusts news media cannot be found primarily in industry
or academia. Relatedly, it is important to find out what kind (if any) of journalistic perform-
ance damaged the trust in the first place, in order to see what needs to be repaired and
how (Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007). For instance, Karlsson and Clerwall (2019) found
that people were indignant about spelling mistakes and other linguistic flaws in the news.
This is clearly a dimension of journalistic ability, and both quite easily fixed and easy to be
transparent about, but not what is evaluated in academic research.

Second, we need to investigate more closely, or develop, the transparent and non-
transparent variants of those specific journalistic performances of ability, benevolence
and integrity. This study has uncovered ambient transparency that needs to be explored
further. There might be further and other yet-to-be-discovered forms of transparency that
different forms of publics might appreciate or take issue with.

Third and finally, we need to empirically investigate what counts as relevant, legitimate,
and transparent performances of ability, benevolence and integrity and the extent to
which that affects credibility, and varies across different contexts. It is evident from this
study, for instance, that the current acts of journalistic transparency do not appeal uni-
formly to people. Likewise, since the present study was conducted in a high-trust
society, transparency dimensions might have other outcomes in a low-trust society.

Only by doing the above will we, theoretically and empirically, have connected public
trust, journalistic performance and transparency, and it may still be the case that factors
other than transparency are much more important for the trustworthiness of, and trust
in, journalism. It is also important to remember that journalism does not operate in a
vacuum and that other actors might seek to influence how journalistic ability, benevolence
and integrity is perceived through various means. Furthermore, the performance of jour-
nalism is evaluated not only by individuals but individuals situated in a social world. Taking
a leap is very much a question of others also joining that leap (Lewis and Weigert 1985).
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As previous research has shown, there are small positive effects of transparency on jour-
nalistic trustworthiness. There might be even bigger positive effects if we find out what
citizens view as trustworthy journalistic performances, demonstrating ability, benevolence
and integrity in a transparent way. Transparency might work in the long term, as journal-
istic norms and performances have changed before, but research needs to do a better job
finding that out, particularly as transparency is central to the exploration of normative
awareness in journalism studies (Carlson et al. 2018). Should it be the case that the field
has overestimated the role of transparency, this must be addressed too, both in academia
and industry.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations and caution needs to be applied. The response rate for the
survey was rather low. The data in this study is from a high trust society with high news
consumption and the data were collected a few years back. While this is certainly a limit-
ation and fresh data from Sweden and elsewhere might alter the picture, it also offers a
point of comparison for future research. The various forms of transparency may appeal
to other people and transparency may serve a different role in another contexts. The
regression analysis explains less than 20% of the variations and there are other factors
to consider. Several factors should be included in future studies: how political inclination
affect attitudes towards transparency, trust and attitudes towards social institutions in
general, and affluence, amongst other things. There is also need for qualitative
approaches, especially with regard to how the use of different social media platforms
can produce such diverse effects.
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Appendix

Mean, Standard Deviation and valid N for independent ordinal variables

Mean SD
Valid
N

Age (scale variable) 50.87 16.32 2091

Attitudes towards social media:
Give me information quickly about what is going on 4.02 2.01 2091
Give me a bad overview of different opinions on an issue 4.04 1.72 2091
Give me a feeling of community with other that are like me 3.67 1.68 2091
Does not give me a credible view of what is going on 3.95 1.77 2091
Give me amusement and distraction when I want 4.37 1.92 2091
Trust in media:
News media can be trusted 4.26 1.56 2043
In general, how great is your trust in Swedish journalists 4.63 1.51 2061
Journalistic performance:
Journalists are good at informing citizens about what is going on in society 5.00 1.41 2061
Journalists are good a reporting about all parts of society 4.26 1.61 2036
Journalists are good at scrutinizing those with power in society 4.80 1.52 2020
Journalists in general are competent to do their job 4.85 1.48 1976
Journalists in general are good at providing full coverage of events 4.37 1.61 2031
Preferred channel of information:
If there was a storm warning in your area, how probable is it that you will use news media to be
informed?

5.96 1.34 2091

If there was a storm warning in your area, how probable is it that you will use authorities to be
informed?

4.81 2.00 2091

If there was a storm warning in your area, how probable is it that you will use social media to be
informed?

3.62 2.17 2091

If there was a storm warning in your area, how probable is it that you will use interpersonal
communication to be informed?

5.24 1.60 2091

If there was riots and civil unrest somewhere in Sweden, how probable is it that you will use
news media to be informed?

6.03 1.30 2091

If there was riots and civil unrest somewhere in Sweden, how probable is it that you will use
authorities to be informed?

4.78 1.94 2091

If there was riots and civil unrest somewhere in Sweden, how probable is it that you will use
social media to be informed?

3.83 2.19 2091

If there was riots and civil unrest somewhere in Sweden, how probable is it that you will use
interpersonal communication to be informed?

5.05 1.72 2091

If a head of a governmental body is suspected to have used tax payer’s money to pay for private
consumption, how probable is it that you will use news media to be informed?

5.75 1.51 2091

If a head of a governmental body is suspected to have used tax payer’s money to pay for private
consumption, how probable is it that you will use authorities to be informed?

3.82 2.04 2091

If a head of a governmental body is suspected to have used tax payer’s money to pay for private
consumption, how probable is it that you will use social media to be informed?

3.33 2.06 2091

If a head of a governmental body is suspected to have used tax payer’s money to pay for private
consumption, how probable is it that you will use social media to be informed?

3.98 1.86 2091

Media use:
National PSB (Rapport) 4.02 2.60 2091
National commercial (Tv4) 3.10 2.32 2091
Dagens nyheter (quality press) 2.27 2.36 2091
Svenska dagbladet (quality press) 1.77 1.89 2091
Expressen (tabloid) 2.32 2.36 2091
Aftonbladet (tabloid) 3.55 2.87 2091
Metro (free) 1.56 1.35 2091
Local morning paper 4.26 2.95 2091
Facebook 4.63 3.15 2091
Twitter 1.51 1.62 2091
Instagram 2.04 2.29 2091
YouTube 2.45 1.96 2091
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