CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

The News on the News

A number of major surveys conducted during 2005 confirmed what many had suspected:  The news on news is not good.  


For example, a Gallup poll showed that public trust in the news media had reached an all-time low. According to the poll, those respondents saying that they have a "great deal" or "quite a lot" of confidence in what they see on television news programs dropped to 28 percent, from 36 percent in 2000. That survey also revealed that 24 percent said they have "very little" confidence in the news media, while 1 percent said "none."
     
Another report, published by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, showed that the public has come to see the press as self-serving and discreditable. The number of those who thought the press was highly professional fell from 72 percent in 1988 to 49 percent today, while the number of those who thought the press covered up its mistakes rose from 13 percent to 67 percent.
 


One of the most influential surveys in this area was conducted by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, which found an overwhelming dissatisfaction with news organizations, with a rising number of people saying that news media are motivated only by profit, and that reporters are motivated by their own career advancement more than any concern about the country.  Forty percent of those who took this survey also believed that the media were "too critical of America," although a growing political divide was evident in this perception.  Sixty-seven percent of Republicans felt this way, compared to only 24 percent of Democrats.  On the other hand, a large majority of Democrats believed that reporters were too soft on the Bush administration, while only a tiny percentage of Republicans shared that view. Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton, the New York Democrat, summarized the views of Democrats when she said of the news media, "If they are criticized by the White House, they just fall apart.  I mean, come on, toughen up, guys, it's only our Constitution and our country at stake. Let's get some spine."
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In many cases, attitudes toward the performance of the news media are at or near their low points in survey trends dating back to the mid-1980s.  Six-in-ten see news organizations as politically biased.  More than seven-in-ten say news organizations tend to favor one side, rather than treat all sides fairly; that is the largest number ever expressing that view. And by more than three-to-one (73%-21%), the public feels that news organizations are "often influenced by powerful people and organizations," rather than "pretty independent."

If there is a silver lining to any of this for the press, it is that the political partisans who are most likely to be critical of the press are also among the most reliable consumers of the news. As one observer points out, “If the people who distrust you the most are also many of your most devoted customers, perhaps survival is assured. They have accepted flaws as part of the bargain of following the news.”
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Source: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, Survey June 2005.
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