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Abstract

Reports on dwindling trust levels in the media have led to the notion of a trust crisis in
journalism. Media trust in the context of the digital landscape has previously been researched
quantitatively and with a source centric perspective. Greece is an outlier when it comes to low
trust in the media and high use of alternative media sources in Europe. This study therefore
aimed to understand Athenians perceptions of news and practices of being informed within this
low-trust media environment to theoretically and empirically contribute to the research field.
With a qualitative research design, the findings are based on 8 semi-structured interviews with
dwellers of Athens where the underused method of the walk-through was implemented.
Findings show that audiences’ perceptions of bias, corruption and overt political parallelism
lead to a strong aversion to trusting mainstream media. Informants navigated the media
landscape with skepticism, utilizing mental evaluation, fact-checking, cross-validation and peer
review. Three categories of source selection were found, all coinciding with allocated source
trust. The study suggests that trust can be understood as a spectrum ranging from deep
skepticism to complete trust. Factors on a societal and individual level define the location of

individuals on this spectrum.
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1. Introduction

According to the report done by the Reuters Institute in 2025, only 22% of Greeks said they
have trust in the news placing them at the very lowest end of the list of media trust in Europe.
Residing at the top of the list is Sweden with 53% of informants responding that they trust the
news (Newman, et al., 2025, p. 87). These countries are situated in two vastly different media
system models (see Hallin & Mancini, 2004) and I find myself in a rather unique position in
my journalism studies as a child of both countries. This is not a comparative study on Sweden
vs Greece, but the stark contrast was the ground from which inspiration grew. I am interested
in the concept of media trust and aim to explore this multidimensional and highly complex
phenomenon qualitatively with a focus on audience perceptions and strategies for navigation
within a media environment characterized by polarization, low trust and high use of alternative

media (Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, pp. 109, 126).

Greece is an interesting country of focus for trust and journalism studies for two main reasons.
First, Greece belongs to the polarized pluralist media model and displays characteristics typical
of Southern European countries (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, pp. 11, 89). Greek newspapers have
historically been extra prone to political parallelism and instrumentalization and receiving large
state funding (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 98). The country’s politically turbulent 20" century
provided a breeding ground for instrumentalization and secularization of the media system
(Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, pp. 109-110). The financial crises 2009-2010 further intensified
social and political polarization due to the austerity measure debates, dividing the country and
giving rise to societal radicalization (Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, p. 110). Affective
polarization was further accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic (Nezi, 2024, pp. 7-8).

Second, Greeks use alternative media to a high degree compared to other western democracies
(Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, p. 126). Combined with measured widespread mistrust in news
media, the potential link demands to be studied (Newman, et al., 2025, p. 87). As
Kalogeropoulos et al. (2021, p. 126) argue, “the Greek case offers an insight into how the lack
of trust in news media and journalism can push the audience to the extremes of alternative news
consumption” in the context of financial, media and socio-political crises during the last

decades.

Trust has been extensively studied across different disciplines, from foundational sociological
theories (e.g., Gambetta, Sztompka) to contemporary research on the effects of technological

interactive experiences and aesthetics (Meijer, 2020, p. 396). A dominant approach to media
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trust research examines the relationship between media trust and media use in the transition to
a digital media landscape. A notion of a “trust crisis” in journalism stems from concerns with
this transition. The structure of digital platforms, attacks on traditional media from political
actors, the presence of “fake news”, commercial challenges and increased polarization threaten
to undermine the democratic functions of traditional media (Strombick, et al., 2020, p. 151;
Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023, p. 479). Although pointing to important aspects, existing
research is prominently based on quantitative research methods with fragmented
conceptualizations of trust. Modest findings from studies based largely on cross-sectional data
(thus limiting the understanding of causal relationships) being conducted before widespread
digitalization also further motivates additions to a growing number of qualitative, exploratory
trust research as argued by Strombaéck et al. (2020, pp. 151-152) and Jakobsson & Stiernstedt
(2023, p. 490). Considering these gaps in the research field I aim to empirically,
methodologically and theoretically contribute to further understanding of media trust. This
research project is empirical in the sense that it takes place in a specific context (Athens, Greece)
and theoretical with the extensive literature review and the use of bracketing' to find audience’s
own perceptions and definitions of media and trust. My methodological contribution is

implemented through the experimental use of the walk-through method.

The research questions therefore are as follows:

1. What perceptions do Athenians have of their media environment and how are these

related to low media trust?

2. How do Athenians navigate news consumption within this media environment?

The thesis starts by providing a background by describing the media system of Greece and
recent developments in the Greek political, societal and media landscape. A literature review
and theory chapter follows, where the research field is further explored and the theoretical
framework presented. In the methodology chapter, the research design and the experimental
use of the walk-through method is explained. Results are then presented as they emerged from
the research method of reflexive thematic analysis, followed by a discussion of the findings in
relation to previous literature. Lastly, conclusions are drawn and suggestions for future studies

are made.

' See Methodology chapter
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2. Background

Using the framework for comparing countries’ media systems first introduced by Hallin &
Mancini (2004) and later revised by, amongst others, Briiggemann et al., (2014) and
Papathanassopoulos & Miconi, (2023), Greece is part of the Mediterranean or Polarized
Pluralist model. The media system models take into consideration the inclusiveness of the press
market, political parallelism, journalistic professionalism and the role of the state (Hallin &
Mancini, 2004, p. 21). Greece, together with Portugal, Spain, Italy and France are located within
this media system model because of the later developments of liberal institutions in Europe,
which has, according to the authors, “produced distinct patterns of relationship between the
media and the political world” (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 89). This pattern consists of the
mass media being intimately involved in politics, a dependence on a few powerful actors for
commercial funding as well as acting as mediums of ideological and political interests (Hallin
& Mancini, 2004, p. 90). Greece represents the extreme when it comes to media trust and
alternative news use in Europe. A deep distrust of institutions runs through society following a
history marked by economic, social and political crises. The media landscape is characterized
by political parallelism, strong involvement of the state and “clientelistic relations”

(Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, pp. 113, 119).

Newspapers within this media system exhibit high levels of political parallelism, where
different papers represent political ideologies or tendencies. The consumer chooses news source
based on their political beliefs, generating polarization and secularization. The public
broadcaster in Greece stands under direct control of the government, and “news and editorial
judgements are expected to be in close agreement with, if not identical to, government
announcements across a whole range of policies and decisions” (Papathanassopoulos & Miconi,
2023, p. 150). The governing board of the public broadcaster is proportionally representative
of the government, meaning that the government simultaneously exercises influence and

authority, and the power is allocated democratically (ibid, 2023, p. 150).

Additionally important to note regarding the characteristics of the media system is that
professionalization within journalism tends to be lower than in other models in the form of
organizations and unions being generally weak, formal education developing later than in the
other media systems, and formal accountability systems being absent (Hallin & Mancini, 2004,
pp. 110-112). This does not mean however, that the valuing of journalistic professional roles

such as the watchdog are lower among the audiences, which will become evident through my



research within this thesis. The Greek media system, situated in the Polarized pluralist model,
is instrumentalized by various actors with political and ideological interests and the journalists
have limited professional autonomy. These actors can range from political parties to powerful
entrepreneurs to the church (see Hallin & Mancini, 2004, pp. 113-115 and Papathanassopoulos
et al., 2023, pp. 145-147).

Reporters without Borders (RSF) raised concerns about a systemic crisis of press freedom in
Greece in 2026, due to the wiretapping scandal of journalists® by the National Intelligence
Service, the unresolved murder of journalist Giorgos Karaivaz and the high frequency of
SLAPP procedures (RSF, 2026). SLAPP, or Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation, is
a tool used by powerful actors to undermine free speech and press freedom. This is done by
continuously filing lawsuits against non-government actors who express critical opinions
(Verza, u.d.). As of 2026, Greece scores 55.37 on the Press Freedom Index by Reporters without
Borders (RSF) (RSF, 2026). This locates Greece on place 89 out of 180 on the Press freedom

Index.

The European Parliament raised similar concerns in a press release in 2024 about the worsening
state of media freedom in Greece. Moreover, concerns were raised regarding the concentration
of media on a few powerful actors and the unjust distribution of economic state assistance
(europarl.europa.eu, 2024). Greece scored a 49/100 on Transparency International’s
Corruptions Perception Index (CPI) in 2023, a score which warranted the concern of members
of the European Parliament (transparency.org, 2023). As of 2025, Greece scored 50/100 on the
CPI (transparency.org, 2025).

As mentioned previously, the use of alternative sources primarily on the internet is widespread
in Greece. 64% of Greeks use social media to obtain news information, most evidently in the
younger generations, with Facebook, YouTube and Instagram as the main sources. MEGA TV
News, SKAI and Alpha News make up the three TV, radio and printed outlets with the highest
level of weekly reach. The three digital platforms with highest weekly reach are Newsbomb.gr,
In.gr and Proto Thema Online (Newman, et al., 2025, pp. 86-87). The state-owned public
broadcaster in Greece is the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation (ERT). According to the
Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2025), all outlets have been subjected to a decrease in

brand trust, including ERT and pro-government channel SKA/. Pointing towards a possibility

2 For information on the wiretapping scandal of 2022, “Predatorgate”, see the website of the European Parliament
(europaparl.europa.eu, 2026).



of relations between the low levels of mainstream media trust and the high use of alternative
media, Kalogeropoulos et al. (2021, p. 125) found that Greeks use social media for news to a

significantly higher extent than other Western democracies.

As will become evident throughout this thesis, the predictors for media trust are plenty and
diverse. In Greece, given the strong relationship of politics and the media, they go far into
history and run deep through the structure of society. Moving away from abstract insights into
media (dis)trust, recent scandals have impacted both the political climate, the media and normal
lives of Greeks. These include the train crash in Tempi 2023 with the following protests and
trials, the wiretapping scandal of 2022 and the EU funding OPEKEPE scandal.® The recent
scandals have shaped the media landscape in substantial ways, with the Tempi train crash
arguably the most, which will become evident in my research. A brief overview of the tragedy

in Tempi and its repercussions in society can be found in section 9.3 in Appendices*.

3. Literature review and theoretical framework

The theoretical framework for this research project includes the following perspectives: a
modified model of the causes, objects and consequences of media trust by Fawzi et al. (2021),
the link between selective news exposure and trust, pragmatic skepticism (Kyriakidou, et al.,
2023), and folk theories of media. These theoretical perspectives provide overlapping insights
into the overarching theme of the research and are useful in the pursuit of answering the research
questions. The analytical model, in which the theories are operationalized for this project (see
Table 1), is based on several previous studies and theories, which explains the choice of

merging literature review and theoretical framework in one chapter.

This chapter starts with a broader focus on the current digital media landscape. An overview of
the research field and the gaps in which my empirical, methodological and theoretical
contributions will lie follows. Narrowing down the focus, the specific approaches and theories

that are operationalized for this research project are examined

3 These specific scandals were brought up by the participants in the interviews which took place in April 2026 and consequently
chosen.

4 Please visit the website of the European Public Prosecutor’s Office (EPPO) for more information on the OPEKEPE scandal
(EPPO, 2025)



Table 1: the operationalization of previous research

Developed or
Theories/research revised by Summary Operationalization
The model of Fawzi et al. (2021) The characteristics Used to understand
causes, objects and of a person’s social, | the factors behind
consequences of political and media | trust in various
media trust system influence media objects
trust in media
objects on a societal
and individual level
The link between Tsfati & Cappella Low trust in the Used to understand
selective news (2003) news media the choices behind
exposure and trust | Kalogeropoulos et correlates with selective news
al. (2019) higher use of exposure
Kalogeropoulos et alternative sources
al. (2021)
Ladd (2012)
Pragmatic Kyriakidou et al. Audiences view Used to understand
skepticism (2023) information with the factors behind
inherent skepticism | audiences’ choices
and consequently and practices when it
evaluate news using | comes to news
different methods consumption
Folk theories Garusi & Juarez The folk theories of | The use of normative
Miro (2025) the news media and analytic folk
Palmer et al. (2020) | shape audience’s theories to find
Nelson et al. (2025) | news consumption patterns during the
habits and decisions | analytical process
3.1. News use in the changing media landscape

Understanding trust in the media requires attention to the digital environment in which news is

produced and consumed. As mentioned previously, the majority of Greeks obtain their news

from digital platforms (Newman, et al., 2025, p. 86). This creates both opportunities and

challenges for the accessing of credible, high-quality information, which are explored in this

section. In Greece and globally, the current digital media landscape is characterized by rapid

technological and industrial change which has transformed how audiences experience and

consume news (Bebawi & Evans, 2019, pp. 16-17; Bengtsson & Johansson, 2021, p. 2874;

Meijer, 2020, p. 389). Information is always readily available to users on their smartphone or

tablet, requiring navigation through vast amounts of information. This creates unique

challenges for both journalists, news outlets and consumers alike (Bebawi & Evans, 2019, pp.

16-19).



A wide range of outlets compete for the attention of users on personalized feeds where
journalistic content is integrated with personal posts and advertising (Bengtsson & Johansson,
2021, p. 2874). Independent digital news media depend financially on audience engagement
measured by for example clicks, interactions, and shares. These metrics are also used by
journalists to optimize and measure their performance, and for public service media to justify
their funding (Meijer, 2020, pp. 389, 392). What this entails is a growing concern that
journalism as a business is shifting focus to dominating the attention market, instead of “higher-
level goals” (adding to informed citizenship or quality of life) (Meijer, 2020, p. 392).
Additionally, the plurality of news information is a point of concern, as global digital actors
dominate the advertising market, audiences choose and select their own media diet and
journalists resort to engagement baiting (Meijer, 2020, p. 392). Shifting focus to the audience,
“folk theories” were used as a “generative approach to discovering the stories that people tell
themselves about news” in the U.S based interview study of Nelson et al. (2025, p. 252). The
findings of this study suggest that audiences see journalism as a profit-driven profession, using
sensationalism and adhering to target ideologies to capture the attention of users. This was
described as a strong indicator for audience’s media skepticism, more so than political bias

(Nelson, et al., 2025, pp. 257-260).

Bebawi & Evans (2019, p. 20) credit the rise of citizen involvement as one important shift in
how news is experienced in the digital landscape. The popularity of different platforms plays a
substantial role in how news is being distributed as users contribute, create, comment, share
and interact with news online. Users may choose the style of news by interacting with preferred
ones and avoiding others. In addition, platform algorithms may steer the user in particular
directions. Similarly, Kalogeropoulus et al. (2019, pp. 3673, 3675) argue for a reexamination
of factors for different news consumption patterns on social media due to the plurality of news
sources and algorithmic selection in the changing news media landscape. This environment can
make some reporting less visible, possibly limiting media diversity. However, the plurality of
news sources may also have the opposite effect, as alternative media outlets can break
stereotypical representations of reality and provide a platform for marginalized voices. This is
especially true when citizen journalists can operate where professional news organizations are

experiencing cutbacks in foreign news correspondence (Bebawi & Evans, 2019, p. 21).

It can also be argued that the digital landscape provides space for alternative forms of reportage

such as constructive journalism (CJ). CJ is a solutions-focused practice, where information
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should provide context, possibilities and a look towards the future to positively impact
audiences interaction with journalism on a micro-, meso-, and macro-level. The end goal of CJ
is to leave consumers with positive emotions, which in the extension should enable greater
loyalty to media companies and societal progress (Meier, 2018, p. 765).

The digital environment that participants in this thesis study navigate has been described as
multi-choice where several factors impacting trust have been identified by Strombick et al.
(2020, pp. 139-140). These include intensified competition for attention, attacks on traditional
media by alternative media and political actors, and the spread of misinformation and
disinformation. Together, these dynamics contribute to uncertainty and require users to
continuously evaluate information. Additionally, audiences tend to prefer attitude-consistent
information and may respond with skepticism when encountering opposing views (Stromback,
etal., 2020, p. 140). An “uncertainty around truth” is a defining feature of the digital landscape.
Multiple interpretations and accounts of reality exist around the same event or issue. “Fake
truths” are produced deliberately to play into audience biases for profit such as money, exposure
and influence (Bebawi & Evans, 2019, pp. 21-22). In this context, trust can be understood as
the solution to uncertainty, cultivated through consistently meeting the expectations of values
held high within professional journalism to reduce social complexity (Bebawi & Evans, 2019,

p. 21; Fawzi, et al., 2021, p. 156; Hanitzsch, et al., 2018, p. 5).

3.2. The fragmented research field and “the trust crisis”

There are several points from which a media trust researcher can depart from. One can start
with specific trust (in specific outlets or journalists) or generalized trust (in institutions or
journalism as a whole). One paradigm includes cultural theories where media trust is assumed
to stem from culture, socialization and interpersonal trust as demonstrated by Ognyanova
(2019) and Mangold et al. (2024). A second paradigm includes institutional theories (Fawzi, et
al., 2021, pp. 157-158). A researcher might also start with the sociological definition of trust,
by looking at correlation between media trust and informed citizenship, and from the viewpoint
of ontological security (Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023, pp. 482, 488). Scholars have departed
from the concept of the “news gap”, which refers to the situation where studies showing people
prefer “important” information, while ratings show otherwise (see Meijer, 2020). Other
approaches include technological advancements for utility and personalization online,
sensationalist and entertaining aspects of news and the audience's perceptions and experiences
of these and finally ethical considerations of news selection and consumption (Meijer, 2020,

pp. 396-398).
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Situated within the institutional theory paradigm is the study on institutional trust by Hanitszch
et al. (2018). Their term “trust nexus” explains how media trust does not exist in a vacuum
separate from worsening perceptions of other public institutions, illustrating the relationship
between media trust and politics as a spiral: “an inescapable relationship that can turn out to be
a downward spiral of trust - or a race to the bottom- in some contexts or an upward spiral”
(Hanitzsch, et al., 2018, p. 18). Importantly, Hanitszch et al. (2018) found that the decline of
trust is not universal and the interconnectedness of media trust and trust in political institutions
grows stronger over time (Hanitzsch, et al., 2018, pp. 11, 19). This is highly relevant to the
Greek context given the strong ties between Greek media and politics and the consequently low

institutional trust (see Hallin & Mancini, 2004).

The motivation behind media trust research is the notion of a current “trust crisis” in journalism,
which stems from reports on dwindling levels of trust from sources such as The Reuters Insitute
(Newman, et al., 2025). The notion of a crisis and consequent worry follows an increase in
polarization, the presence of alternative media, “fake news” and commercial challenges
(Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023, p. 479). The panic which the word “crisis” brings forth is
understood by Ladd (2012) to be because of the belief that high trust is not an anomaly. Tsfati’s
(2012) review of Ladd’s (2012) book, which focuses on media trust in the USA, explains that
the high levels of trust in the mid 1990’s came from low levels of economic competition, a lack

of partisan outlets and political polarization (Tsfati & Ladd, 2012, pp. 461-462).

A dominant approach to researching media trust considering the “trust crisis” is by looking at
correlation between media trust and alternative media use (selective news exposure). This has
been done by, amongst others, Tsfati & Capella (2003), Kalogeropoulos et al. (2019) and Ladd
(2012), who found that mistrusting audiences have a greater use of non-mainstream news
sources (Stromback, et al., 2020, p. 140). Strombaéck et al. (2020, p. 146) argue that the selective
exposure link is weak due to inconsistencies in the operationalization of trust and media, relying
on cross sectional data and the modest results. Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023, p. 481) similarly
conclude that previous research fails to provide evidence as to why it should be considered a
crisis at all and argue that the very notion of a trust crisis stems from a narrow ideological and
normative perspective. Instead, Stromback et al. (2020, p. 147) propose a framework based on
informational trust from media at different levels of analysis (see also Mangold et al., 2024).
The research field is wide and fragmented and encompasses several academic schools. Defining

and conceptualizing media trust is necessary to avoid confusion and to yield results which
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accurately represent reality. There is no universally agreed-upon definition of media trust
between scholars, and the use of mostly quantitative measurement methods has created
uncertainty around the severity and realness of the “trust crisis” (see Strombaick, et al., 2020
and Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023). Another issue creating confusion and misleading results is
interchangeably using several other concepts such as confidence, credibility, skepticism, and
distrust/mistrust with media trust. These have been used within the field both as concepts and

as figures of measurements (Fawzi, et al., 2021, p. 156).

One way of understanding the conceptual fragmentation in academia is by examining the words
semantically. ‘Media’ may refer to a variety of outlets providing news, as the news repertoire
of which audiences can choose from is plenty. Additionally, media is more than the positioning
of news versus non-news. It is a broader category containing entertainment, personal posts,
activism and more. Moreover, media as news and media for other purposes are consistently
merged in the digital landscape. The use of single items to measure media trust is presented as

one reason for the general confusion within the field (Strombaick, et al., 2020, p. 144).

Trust can be found in all sections of life in society and can be researched from different
perspectives (Tsfati & Cappella (2003, p. 505) Additionally, there is the question of where the
trust is directed: different types of media, specific outlets, the content or journalists as
professionals (Strombéck, et al., 2020, p. 144). Interlinked with general trust is the concept of
media skepticism, as the experience of a “subjective feeling of mistrust toward the mainstream
news media” involves an uncertainty of the expectation that society will benefit from the
content of news media and the work put forth by journalists (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003, p. 506).
Media skepticism arises from the audience assessing mainstream media’s fairness, unbiasness
and objectivity as well as questions regarding accuracy and credibility (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003,
pp. 506-507). Strombéck et al. (2020, pp. 144-145) also brings up media skepticism with the
distinction that skepticism has to do with distrust following evaluation and cynicism with
distrust without evaluation. They call for more research on the distinction between the two,
examining whether people mistrust due to experience or because of presumptions. Folk theories

of the media provide some insight into this, which will become evident later in this research.

This review has until this point explained what previously have been done in the research field
of media trust and presented the problems with previous conceptualizations and approaches.

The gap in the research field is understood to be a lack of coherent definition and qualitative
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studies which explore the multidimensionality of the concept. I aim to empirically and
theoretically contribute to filling this gap with audience-based research. How my contribution

is operationalized is presented in the following section.

3.3. My approach to media trust research

My approach to researching media trust is inspired by the model on the causes, objects and
consequences of media trust by Fawzi et al. (2021), the link between media trust and alternative
media use (selective news exposure), pragmatic skepticism and folk theories. The parts which

make up this theoretical framework (see Table 1) are accounted for in this section.

When media trust is discussed it’s usually defined as a relationship between a trustee and a
trustor. This relationship is based on past experiences, expectations of gains rather than losses,
embossed by vulnerability and risk-taking towards an unknown future. Media trust specifically,
is used to reduce social complexity, especially in the current digital media landscape with its
large quantity of information. Moreover, trust is considered an active decision whereas
confidence is not (Fawzi, et al., 2021, pp. 155-156). Taking this definition into consideration,
my research project seeks out to find the grass-root definition of media trust in accordance with
the inductive and qualitative research design. The definition of media was found using
bracketing’ and divided into two categories: mainstream and alternative. Mainstream media
refers mainly to news outlets on TV channels but also to newspapers and their web alternatives.
These can be more or less free of governmental influence (see Background). Alternative media
can be found using various social media apps in form of posts made by profiles which provide
news. News is understood as information about society and the world, aimed at informing

people about important subjects.

Factors impacting trust in the media

According to the research of Fawzi et al. (2021), three groups of factors (the characteristics of
a person’s social, political and media system) influence trust in various media objects both
directly and indirectly. These influences happen on both a societal and an individual level
(Fawzi, et al., 2021, p. 158). The model of causes, objects and consequences of media trust
provides an overview relevant for this research project, as it clearly states what associations

have been found in previous research and can be used to draw conclusions in relation to the

5 See Methodology chapter
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research questions. A modification of the model, simplified for relevance to this research
project, is provided below. The influences or variables which were not supported by evidence

in previous research by Fawzi et al. (2021) have been removed for clarity.

Social System Political System Media System Characteristics Trust in Media Objects

Characteristics Characteristics ’
g State of human Regi o Type of media system (+)
= egime type (+) Press freedom (-) Media
8 | development (-) Political trust (+) Political parallelism (+) | —
o Postmaterialism () Journalistic professionalism
i Culture val " (+) ) Media institutions

Arrevalue:systems Structure of media market (+/-) Mediworganiznions
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Figure 1: Modified version on the model by Fawzi et al. (2021) on the causes, objects and

consequences of media trust. Note. (-) negative associations, (+) positive associations.

Media trust and media use — a correlation?

Central in Tsfati & Cappella’s (2003) study is the idea of the rational audience. In theory, a
rational audience should avoid untrustworthy information, as it is of little use (Tsfati &
Cappella, 2003, pp. 507-509). The results of their study suggest that media skepticism has a
negative association with mainstream news exposure and vice versa, albeit modest. The overall
news consumption level did not differ from that of non-skeptics even though they showcased a
more mixed media diet. Media skeptics are therefore still exposed to and get much information
from mistrusted sources (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003, p. 518). Building on this, Kalogeropoulos et
al. (2019) found that participants with more varied media diets exhibited higher levels of trust.
Relying solely on news on social media and using a high number of online sources in general
correlated negatively with media trust. Individual level variations were deemed more important
than country level variations, illuminating the importance of personal demographics and habits

(Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2019, pp. 3683-3684).
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Focusing specifically on Greece, Kalogeropoulos et al. (2021, p. 119) published a quantitative
thematic analysis aimed at understanding how low trust correlates with the measured high use
of alternative sources in the country. To answer the question of why distrust towards traditional
news media is so high in Greece, they found predictors of perception of bias (both political and
economic), corruption, lack of quality regarding professional presentation as well as concern of
financial and political interests directly impacting news selection (Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021,
pp. 121-124). For the predictors for trust in news on social media, the researchers found the
plurality of sources, opinions and views, perceived ideological and economic independence and
the community aspect (Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, pp. 124-125). The last one resonates with
the approach to researching media trust from how one’s peers influence one’s media trust levels.
As argued by Ognyanova (2019), friends, colleagues and acquaintances play a substantial role
in finding and evaluating information as trustworthy in real life and on social media, where the
structure of the platforms lead to users being exposed to shared content by peers (Ognyanova,
2019, p. 543). The conclusions drawn by Kalogeropoulos et al. (2021) are of a direct link
between alternative news consumption and low levels of trust in Greece, as the reasons behind

not trusting mainstream media mirrored the justification of the truthfulness on social media.

Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023, p. 483) argue against the research on the correlation or link
between media use and media trust, proposing that trust and distrust should not be regarded as
opposites. A distrusting consumer will use mainstream media if they believe they possess the
critical skills necessary to evaluate the truthfulness of the content, and the cross-checking of
sources might lead to them consuming more information than a trusting consumer. Trust and
mistrust, when seen as “complementary attitudes” as opposed to opposites, muddles the
correlation between media trust and media use (Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023, pp. 483-484)
However, when a person mistrusts the mainstream media, it might also lead to them to using
alternative sources of information. Of the same meaning, Strombaéck et al. (2020, p. 146) argue
for an alternative framework departing from informational trust (trust in the content rather than

the source).

Pragmatic skepticism

The term “pragmatic skepticism” explains the core finding of Kyriakidou et al. (2023) from
their study based on 14 focus groups in the UK. The term represents audiences’ perceptions of
disinformation as a given feature in the daily encounter with news. This is attributed to practical

journalistic limitations and the relationship between politics and the press. Participants in their
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study believed all news media to contain political bias, as it is inherent in politics and political
actors communicate through the media (Kyriakidou, et al., 2023, pp. 2387, 2389). The media
was seen as enablers of disinformation when failing to explain political situations or reporting
on it too little or too much (Kyriakidou, et al., 2023, p. 2390). Participants in the study relied
on the same political reporting that they believed contained disinformation for information. To
deal with this juxtaposition, the participants utilized personal factchecking, relying on trusted
sources and cross-referencing in their own personalized information systems, in which sources
were hierarchically sorted for different situations or contexts (Kyriakidou, et al., 2023, pp.
2391-2392). In the direction away from simply providing audiences with fact-checking tools,
Kyriakidou et al.’s (2023) study illuminates where the interests of audiences lie when it comes
to their expectations of news media. These include the acknowledgement and transparency
about media bias, contextual information about sources and editorial choice, and holding
misleading politicians accountable by scrutinizing their false claims (Kyriakidou, et al., 2023,
p- 2393). A key finding in the study by Vihalemm & Juzefovics (2022) of the behavior of news
audiences in Eastern Europe are the one of “self responsibilization”. This term resonates with
the idea of the consumer as the fact checking tool per the study of Kyriakidou et al. (2023).
What they found was that consumers believe themselves responsible for discovering the truth
in both a national and international percieved dysfunctional media system by utilizing the
plurality of the news sources available on the free market (Vihalemm & Juzefovics, 2022, pp.

439-440).

Folk theories of the news media

Folk theories have been defined by Palmer et al. (2020, p. 1975) as “implicit parts of everyday
life that provide ways of thinking about and guides for acting upon the world”. Rooted in
culture, they are different from scientific theories in that they do not need to be evidently
accurate to reality but are based on one's own or on others’ experiences, feelings, thoughts or
speculations. In the context of journalism studies, folk theories can be seen as an interwoven
part of how people engage with news media and be used to understand how and why people
feel about elements that constitute their daily lives (Nelson, et al., 2025, p. 254). Palmer et al.
(2020, p. 1976) points out that journalistic folk theories emerge from not only exposure to news
but from the immersion in specific social contexts and the opinions, information and rhetoric
evident within. A person can therefore hold a specific folk theory for a channel or news outlet

that they do not watch.
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Folk theories can be normative or analytic. The former refers to ideas on how things ought to
be and the latter on how they are and why (Garusi & Juarez Miro, 2025, p. 570). The findings
of Garusi & Juarez Miro’s (2025) study based on 48 interviews with Australian young adults
suggests that both forms of folk theories shape their news consumption habits and decisions
regarding trust where the goal is to find “the ultimate truth” - the true reflection of reality
amongst several false or misleading accounts (Garusi & Juarez Miro, 2025, p. 579). The
normative theories which emerged from the studies of Garusi & Juarez Miro (2025, p. 580) and
Palmer et al. (2020, p. 1985) have to do with non-bias, independence, impartiality, objectivity,
empowerment and informed decision making. What Garusi & Juarez Miro (2025) found, was
that putting one’s trust in reputable sources was an indication of the normative folk theories
being met. In the other case, participants’ trust decisions ranged from relying on cross-checking
with additional sources to relying on themselves, where the participant became her own
instrument for evaluating truthfulness (Garusi & Juarez Miro, 2025, pp. 576-579). The
participants in the study of Palmer et al. (2020) were made up of 83 news avoiders in Spain and
the UK and showcased analytical folk theories of news media being irrelevant or actively
covering up and hiding the truth in compliance with politics and economics. The press could
not be separated from politics (Palmer, et al., 2020, p. 1974). Spain and Greece belong to the
same media system, making the authors comparison between folk theories of Spaniards and
British interesting for this thesis. What they found is a raised concern about political bias and
partisan news outlets for the Spanish informants, where financial and political motives were
directly linked. Additionally, participants attributed this to corruption inherent in the Spanish
culture: “the [political partisanship of news] as an example of precisely the kind of pervasive
graft that, in theory, a watchdog press should be weeding out, but that was so deeply rooted in
the culture at large that it encompassed the news media as well” (Palmer, et al., 2020, pp. 1983-

1984).

This chapter has provided an overview of the field of study and the research field, presented the
fragmentation and problems with how research previously has been conducted, and accounted
for my approach to filling the gaps by exploring the parts making up the theoretical framework.
The next chapter accounts for the choice of methods to achieve this. The analysis of data was
made within the theoretical framework, and the themes are inspired by previous literature. I
started reading before the collection of data and continuously circled back to reading during the
analysis. Previous research is brought back in the discussion to draw conclusions from the

analysis.
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4. Methodology

This research project falls within the frame of “social cultural tradition and reception analysis”,
where focus is on meaning making and experiences of everyday life with an emphasis on
“media use as a reflection of a particular social-cultural context” (McQuail & Deuze, 2020, p.
445). Frequently discussed limitations of qualitative research have to do with issues of
generalization, lack of transparency, perceived subjectiveness and difficulty to replicate studies
(Bryman, 2016, pp. 398-399). Concepts of validity and reliability are constructed with
quantitative research in mind and need to be adapted to qualitative research (Bryman, 2016, pp.
383, 391). Internal validity, however, is a strength in qualitative research (Bryman, 2016, pp.
383-384). Important to point out is that Bryman (2016, p. 375) asserts that qualitative research
should “not be described in terms of what quantitative research is not”, and Braun & Clarke
(2022, p. 143) makes it clear that “qualitative research apologizing for lack of statistical
generalisability is problematic”. Qualitative research simply has different goals: to understand
and connect. In my research this is showcased with the aim of understanding the audience’s
perceptions of their media environment as well as practices and navigation within it. This
understanding can then be connected to something broader such as the concept of trust in news

media (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 145).

4.1. Research design

Data was collected using 8 semi-structured interviews with participants who originate from
Greece or are well ingrained in Greek society, on site in Athens or via videocall through the
messaging app WhatsApp. The walk-through method was applied in the interviews, with some
exceptions which are discussed further down. The interviews were transcribed into text and
analyzed through the process of reflexive thematic analysis (TA) (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The

following sections discuss the methods chosen.

Semi-structured interviews

The semi-structured interview is defined by Stokes (2021, p. 229) as “(...) one in which you
have general questions that do not require single answers and that allow for a more free ranging
approach while keeping to a standard set of questions”. The questions used as a basis for the
interviews are provided in section 9.1 in Appendices. The benefits of interviewing are plenty
and include the collection of first-hand data, flexibility and a focus on people’s point of view.

The semi-structured interview, or “open-ended”, also has additional benefits of yielding
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extensive good quality data on topics that could not have been foreseen by the researcher
(Hoffmann, 2007, p. 343). The formulation of interview questions was done per the suggestions
of Stokes (2021, pp. 233, 237) and Bryman (2016, p. 471) on having open-ended,
comprehensible questions avoiding redundancy and presumptions. The set of questions were
tested during a pilot-study in March 2026 and changed accordingly. “Bracketing” was utilized
as far as possible, deliberately avoiding demonstrating what my assumptions about the
definition of media and trust were, to gather data which represents the thoughts and

understandings of the participants (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2021, p. 2878).

The walk-through method

The walk-through method utilizes the respondent’s own agency by letting them show the
researcher their news consumption process on their own device. Responsibility is put on the
researcher in this situation to ask relevant follow-up questions. The walk-through method is
used in addition to a lengthier interview (Hendrickx, 2025, p. 5741). As a generally underused
method, the walk-through element in this project was somewhat of an experiment and should
be regarded as a methodological contribution to the research field of media trust. During the
interviews, informants were asked to show me how they obtain information on their phone, a
request which was met with both enthusiasm and questions regarding the integrity and
anonymity of the profiles which would be shown to me on the various social media apps they
used for news. As the walk-through was only recorded by audio, this issue was avoided, but it
1s an important aspect to take into consideration for future practices of this method. Seeing the
actual process which participants had described in words turned out to be very insightful. In
part because my understanding of the specific media environment developed further, but also
because the participants would sometimes contradict themselves, and new situations emerged
where I could see in real time the materialization of choices and evaluations of information and
sources. One point of discussion for the future use of the walk-through is the challenge which
imposes when interviews are done online or when the practice for gathering information is on
other devices not readily available during the interview. As it turned out, the walk-through could
ensue without hinderance online using screensharing when participants consumed news on their
phone (from which they talked to me). In other cases, it was not possible. The walk-through

was practiced in 5 out of 8 interviews.
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Sampling and participants for data collection

Convenience sampling was utilized to find and establish contact with interview subjects. |
reached out to friends and family in Greece and elsewhere in Europe, who independently sought
out people in their own network in a purposive or snowball method fashion (Bryman, 2016, p.
415). As discussed previously, generalization is difficult to achieve with qualitative research
approaches, and one might argue that 8 interviews are not a sufficiently big sample to reach
saturation. I found that I did reach saturation in my analysis when it came to answering RQ1,
but not in RQ?2. I call upon future studies to include more interviews from more diverse sources
to explore the findings of my research that the time frame of this project did not allow. For
example, most interviewees were in the age range of 18-29, highly educated or in occupations
which demanded academic education, with an active interest in participating in a study about
news consumption. Thus, the elderly population and informants from other socioeconomic
backgrounds and regions were excluded. The distribution of gender was equal, although
excluding other genders than the binary male/-female. See Table 2 for an index over the

participants.

Criteria for participation were being Greek or well ingrained into the Greek society (by own
accord) and consenting to being recorded and having their personal data collected. A form
explaining the research project and participants’ data collection rights under GDPR was sent
out before the interviews and provided in the form of a printed out copy to ensure informed
consent. This consent was obtained orally in the recording. The form is provided in section 9.2
in Appendices. The data for analysis was thus provided in the form of transcribed interviews
which took place in April 2026 in Athens or online through video-call. They ranged from 30 to
60 minutes in duration and were recorded on my personal smartphone. The recordings were

then transferred and stored on my personal laptop until the thesis defense in June 2026.

Table 2: information about the participants, in order of quotation appearance

Age
Participants (pseudonyms) range Gender Occupation
Eleni 18-29 Female Developer and trainee
Vasiliki 18-29 Female University student
(business)
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Panagiotis 18-29 Male Programmer

Alexandros 30-44 Male Accountant

Irene 30-44 Female Teacher

Nikos 18-29 Male University student
(business)

Anna 45-64 Female Self-employed (real estate)

Christos 18-29 Male Journalist

Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations are of special importance when researching people and especially when
the focus is on audiences. These include not exposing subjects to any kind of harm, obtaining
informed consent and not conducting oneself in an immoral way (Stokes, 2021, pp. 97-98). To
ensure that ethical guidelines were followed my participants were provided with an information
sheet/consent form prior to the interview, they were given the opportunity to choose time and
location to meet, and pseudonyms and age ranges are used in the text. An area of potential

ethical consideration is the nature of multilingual research, see reflexivity on this in section 4.2.

Data analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis or TA (Braun & Clarke, 2022) was implemented to analyze the
data collected. Reflexive TA provides flexibility and embraces subjectivity accompanied with
the practice of self-reflexivity. The data does not represent itself as “the researcher becomes its
own instrument of analysis” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, pp. 13, 91). The process of doing reflexive
TA consists of 6 parts: familiarization, coding, generating initial themes, developing and
reviewing, refining themes, defining and lastly naming and writing up. My process followed

the steps per the suggestions of Braun & Clarke (2022), for more details see Results.

4.2. Reflexivity

The interview can be described as a unique social setting. Both parties come to the interview
carrying “a past, a repertoire of habits, and their secrets and worries” (Downey, 2015, p. 538)
as well as presumptions of the future. My own social position as a female student from Sweden
but with a Greek background should also be considered, impacting conversation and thus the

analytical data, although the scope of this chapter does not allow further sociological inquiry.
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Reflection on power dynamics in the interview should also be contemplated, as the shifting of
power between interviewer and interviewee requires the interviewer to exercise emotional labor
in playing suitable roles. This can be recognized as data in itself (Hoffmann, 2007, pp. 323,
337, 342). In this project, informants held power in their willing participation and the
consent/information form provided for them. As the interviewer, I held power in that I asked
the questions, as well as the fact that [ was the instrument of analysis; interpreting, analyzing

and presenting their expressions of meaning.

Reflexivity in multilingual research

Six of the interviews were conducted in English, but every interview started with the preface
that responses are welcome in Greek. This enabled the conversation to continue seamlessly,
and the participants felt comfortable explaining what they had just said in English, knowing
their initial meaning would not get lost. Two of the interviews were conducted in Swedish, data
exerts from these were translated to English by me.

The use of a second language in the interview setting is a point of possible ethical
consideration due to the existence of power imbalances, lack of validity because of summarized
and tweaked responses and poorly provided transparency (Schembri & Jahi¢ Jasi¢, 2022, pp.
211-213). The research on researching in a different language is rather limited in the scholarly
field and there are no specific guidelines for conducting multilingual research in an ethical way
provided by the EU (Schembri & Jahi¢ Jasi¢, 2022, p. 211). Conducting the interviews in
English may lead to a “struggle for self-expression that may leave the interviewee feeling
inadequate, possibly to the extent of relying on the interviewer’s input to construct meaning”
(Schembri & Jahi¢ Jasi¢, 2022, p. 217). This would in turn tarnish the data’s representation of
the meaning intended by the informant. Furthermore, imagined judgement may lead to feelings
of embarrassment and focus on grammar instead of the content of the answer, and the researcher
may feel an obligation to allow more response time (Downey, 2015, p. 543). Self-reflexivity is
needed here, as | was reminded of the impact my own level of English had during some of the

interviews.

5. Results

To answer the research questions, reflexive thematic analysis was applied (Braun & Clarke,
2022). The process yielded keywords and codes which summarized the meaning within the

data, which in turn was worked into themes. The findings of my research can therefore be seen
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as a map or collage of the meaning within the words of my interviewees, providing insight into
the topic of research and answering the research questions. A theme is viable if there is a
plurality of expressions or manifestations within them and they are clearly defined but together
tell the full story of the research topics. The subthemes focus on one dimension of the
overarching theme (Braun & Clarke, 2022, pp. 88, 97). This explains why the sub-chapters
corresponding to the themes are of different lengths, as the number of manifestations differs
but they need to be clearly distinguished. The themes which emerged through the process of
the reflexive thematic analysis are listed in Table 3 below. See Table 2 for participant index
and the information box in section 9.4 in Appendices for easy navigation. This chapter presents

and explores each theme.

Table 3: the themes and their contents

Themes and subthemes Manifestations of themes Information
The freedom, opportunity | Opportunity This theme explores choices
and heaviness of choice Responsibility in relation to sources and
Weariness information
Trust on a spectrum Selection This theme maps out the
Evaluation evaluation  practices  of
The spectrum participants and explores the
manifestation of trust
Power, control and | Control This theme explores the
corruption Corruption participants  perception of
The power of the people power, control and corruption
in the media system and
society
A desire for change Community and humanity This theme accounts for the
The future values and desires of
participants in the direction of
societal change

5.1 The freedom, opportunity and heaviness of choice

The concept of choice was evidently present in all interviews. The meanings behind the action
of choosing were choice as opportunities, choice in relation to responsibility, and worry about
“choice paralysis”. Choice paralysis refers to the term decision paralysis within psychiatry,
defined as “the inability to make decisions due to overwhelming options or uncertainty”

(Oroian, et al., 2025, p. S161). The choices depend on a variety of individual factors but are all
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oriented in a desire to obtain “the ultimate truth”, in likeness to the informants of Garusi &

Juarez (2025, p. 568). The different manifestations of choice are accounted for in the following

pages.

The “ultimate truth” manifested itself within the interviews as the one and only accurate version
of reality. The interviewees expressed the belief that every news channel, outlet and social
media profile portray different versions of reality, leaving it up to the consumer to find the right
one, the true account of events, to stay truly informed. Additionally, the lack of context and
thorough explanation was presented as a problem with news media in general. This has long
been discussed in academia under the scope of constructive journalism (see for example Meier,
2018). This sentiment is best illustrated by Eleni, who said:
Now we need to make so much effort just to be informed. Because being informed
doesn’t mean I read something, I’'m informed. No, because if I don’t understand why
it’s happening, where, for what reason, who is behind, who are collaborating, it’s not,
I’'m not really informed- [...]

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

Throughout the interviews, participants expressed the common sentiment that mainstream
news, often thought of as news broadcasted on television, presents a false image of reality. This
sentiment was expressed by Vasiliki, who said that “...because there are things that, of course,
will never be covered in the TV news”. Similarly, Panagiotis, when walking me through his
day, said that he will listen to the TV news when it is on, but look it up later to see what “really
happened”. The fact that different tv channels portray different accounts of reality depending
on the owners’ interests and affiliation with the sitting government were continuously
illustrated with the example of mainstream media’s covering of Tempi and the following
protests. This links back to Hallin & Mancini (2004, p. 106), who describes the public
broadcasting systems in the Mediterranean media systems as “party-politicized” with high
levels of political parallelism (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 109).
Important to note is that this sentiment persists despite interviewees expressing that they do not
consume the mainstream media. This perceived fact or common knowledge, together with the
desire to obtain the “ultimate truth”, are evident in this quote from Eleni;

How many people are at the parade? Let’s take this as a news [segment]. Someone said

100,000. This happened at a very big parade [protest] here in Greece, there were

millions of people and the TV channels, because it was a matter against the government,
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said there were only 100,000. But photos and you know, like, these kinds of pages
[social media profiles] show the truth.

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

In the pursuit of the “ultimate truth”, alternative sources on primarily the internet are seen as a

viable choice. Choice manifests in the form of opportunity, as demonstrated by Eleni:

I’m so glad we live in this era, and we have social media because I cannot really imagine
how life would be 40 years ago with only newspapers. I cannot imagine [the news
providers] showing whatever they wanted, writing whatever they wanted, doing
whatever they wanted. [...] Whatever they are told, not wanted, because [it is only] now
[that] we are [the news providers and the consumers] doing what we want.

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

Alternative media also provides the opportunity to see news packaged in a more positive light,

or with a different focus. For Vasiliki, mainstream news purposefully presents events in a way

that will create fear and hopelessness, but on Instagram, news is channeled through a more

empathetic perspective. The desire for more positive and solutions-oriented reporting resonates

again with the framework of constructive journalism (Meier, 2018, p. 765):

I personally follow accounts that will talk about those events [social events and
conflicts] from a human perspective [...] on Instagram, people will be focused on
getting justice from the victims. But on the news [mainstream TV channels], there are
a lot of government sympathizers who would excuse their actions for anything.

Vasiliki, 18-29, University Student (business)

With the opportunity of choice comes perceived responsibility. Participants expressed how it

was their responsibility to choose outlets which aligned with their values or showed true

accounts of events. The topics of responsibility were sometimes accompanied by feelings of

guilt or self-blame. For example, in the interview with Panagiotis, when asked what the

consequences of believing a false account of reality would be, he said;

26

I think that when we believe something that’s not true, we live in a lie. When we learn
the truth we say: “What? What happened? How stupid [ am? How stupid [ am” [...] A
journalist has the responsibility to be independent, but you [as a consumer] have the
responsibility to evaluate the news and see if it's true or not.

Panagiotis, 18-29, Programmer



Alexandros, who previously preferred a news outlet for easy navigation on its website, chose
to obtain news from another site after he found revelations on corruption of the outlet's owner,
taking responsibility in his choice:
“[I thought,] I don’t want to be with you guys [to support the owner], go fuck yourself.
I’'m supporting, I need to change, to find something else.” So, I changed to another
[media outlet] called Proto Thema.

Alexandros, 30-44, Accountant

When it comes to media choices during crisis situations, one participant expressed how it was
her responsibility as a parent to look up additional sources during the COVID-19 pandemic to
take a decision regarding the vaccination of her children. This was warranted due to the
conflicting news reports on the subject in mainstream media. She also expressed that the
opportunity of choosing and the plurality of information sources warranted this responsibility:
I feel that now, both you and I have access to exactly the same type of information if
we want it, despite the fact that you’re in Sweden and I’m in Greece. I think that you
have your own responsibility to check things if you’re doubting. Like, you don’t believe
everything you read.
Irene, 30-44, Teacher

The lack of choice was also brought about when asked about what news outlets the interviewees
prefer and why. One participant said that he wanted to read the newspaper Kathimerini, but it
1s not an option due to needing a subscription, making it economically constraining. This is a
general issue in Greece as according to Reuters Institute, only 7% of Greeks hold a newspaper

subscription (Newman, et al., 2025, p. 87).

The ability to choose was not always met with hopefulness and opportunity however as worries
regarding the emergence of “choice paralysis™ (decision paralysis) due to the vast selection of
information sources was brought up by participants. Eleni expressed the belief that the business
of daily life and the truthfulness-validation necessary when consuming information leads to the
number of choices needed to be taken to be too great to handle, leading to paralysis on a societal
scale. The lack of capacity, time, tools and skills are attributed in the extension to people

becoming more polarized within society and less active democratic citizens.
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Responsibility was also manifested in the perception that others are not taking adequate steps
to stay informed. They are therefore not taking responsibility as information consumers.
Throughout the interviews it became clear that the participants believed that they themselves,
as critical assessors of information, were an anomaly. According to them, other people, and
especially the elderly population, do not possess the critical skills or the time necessary to find
“the ultimate truth”. The perception of media literacy as an anomaly within the interviews
points to two things: a perceived deep generational divide within the Greek society, and that
age is a variable to consider when researching news consumption and trust. For example, when
Vasiliki talked about mainstream channels angling their reporting to appeal to Christian values,
she also expressed how it feels like a betrayal when her parents believe the reporting which she
trusts to be manipulated in some way:

The thing is that my dad listens to him [the Christian news reporter] and I’m like, no,

please, why? [...] I was like, are you insane? The betrayal from our parents is crazy.

Vasiliki, 18-29, University Student (business)

5.2, Trust on a spectrum

Subtheme 1: Selection
When it comes to navigation through the media environment, it became obvious that the

participants belonged to different categories of source selection. The factors behind the
selection are discussed in more detail below. The categories of source selection which emerged

are the following:
1. Webpages of established Greek or foreign news providers
2. Content on social media

3. None, the comparison of several sources

Age was a factor to take into consideration when it comes to the selection of news sources. Out
of the 5 participants aged 18 to 29, three primarily used social media as their main source for
news. For the other two, one expressed not trusting any outlet and therefore resorted to
comparing several articles on Google News to find “the ultimate truth”. He was the only
participant belonging to category 3. The other one sourced news on mainstream Greek media
for professional use in his work as a journalist. In his free time, news was sourced on his phone
from both mainstream and social media. He voiced that watching news on the TV was for

curiosity and nostalgia.
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The three remaining participants who were all in the age range of 30-64 primarily accessed
news information on the webpages of established news providers, both national and
international. This can be explained in the variable of age, but a possible contribution is the fact
that two of them are not born in Greece. Having lived in Greece for 20 years and being well
integrated into the society meant sourcing some news from Greek news outlets, but they also
still consumed news from Sweden, primarily because they believed the presentation and

independence of Swedish news enabled them to be better informed.

It is important to note that these categories were not mutually exclusive. An informant could
express a preference for one type of source but still consume news media elsewhere both
actively and passively. This finding illuminates some problems with researching trust from the
perspective of examining a link between media use with media trust (see Strombéck et al, 2020;
Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023; Fawzi et al, 2021). For example, Nikos expressed how he
watches the public broadcaster even though he believes it to not meet the normative
expectations of journalism:

When it comes to the Greek channels on TV, the compartmental one is the one of the

government [refers to ERT]. It’s okay, I like to see it, but I know it’s the channel of the

government, so some things [information] are here and some things are not.

Nikos, 18-29, University Student (business)

Regardless of what category participants belonged to, the selection was based on the same quest
for the “ultimate truth”. The only difference was the belief in where this truth could be found.
Individual level factors impacting the selection for participants belonging to category 1 were
the level of professionalism in the presentation of news, that the information came from well-
established newspapers and the user-friendliness of the website. Other aspects that resonated
more with the characteristics of the media and political system included the independence of
the journalists and concerns regarding the interests of the owner. For this category, the source

was therefore deemed more important in the selection than the content.

For participants in category 2, the “ultimate truth” could be found on social media. These
participants also voiced the presentation of news as a factor, but on the opposite side of the
spectrum. While the people in category 1 valued objectivity and professionalism, people in
category 2 appreciated the space on social media that enabled alternative topics, aspects and

voices to be highlighted. This was something that they believed that mainstream media would
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never show, either because it was deemed as not important or because of corruption in the form
of manipulation and cover-ups. The presence of citizen journalists was perceived to validate
the information. The credibility of the source was perceived as less important in the selection,
and focus was instead on the content. This became especially evident in the walk-through part
of the interviews. When asked about validation of information on social media, the participants
generally said that this was important and that the social media profiles often included statistics
and sources for their claims. During the walk-through however, this was not evident, meaning
that the sporadic use of sources raises the validity of the whole medium. The selection of social
media can in part be attributed to factors inherent in the type of media system. Due to
perceptions of political or oligarchal control of mainstream media a stigma has emerged in
culture. When told about the measurements of low levels of media trust in the country,
participant Christos raised questions about the accuracy of this, due to the general stigma
surrounding mainstream media in society leading to people saying that they do not trust it, but
the use of alternative media is characterized by an almost blind trust in the content:
A lot of people, they would tell you, “Yes, [ don't trust the media. Fuck the media”, even
that. But they'll have in their phones, especially younger generations, their independent
outlet that they'll trust. They trust some kind of media [...] At one point there's been a
stigma towards [surrounding] media that still hasn't been cured.

Christos, 18-29, Journalist

This points to a central part in the discussion within the research field. Trust in the media needs
to be distinguished between trust in mainstream media, alternative media, or media as
information in general. Strengthening the argument for qualitative research, knowing what
media participants refer to in surveys and polls gets increasingly harder in quantitative research,
as already demonstrated by scholars (see Strombick et al., 2020, p. 142; Jakobsson &
Stiernstedt, 2023, p. 490; and Fawzi et al., 2021, p. 165).

Participants also expressed that they would select sources of news media which they do not
necessarily trust out of curiosity, habit, for entertainment or in the case of crisis. The
interviewees said that they consume this kind of media with a degree of skepticism or with
distance, clearly separating this media from where they obtain their main news update. Circling
back to the crash in Tempi, Alexandros expressed how he did not assess the truthfulness of the

report when the accident occurred:
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I just “ate” it the way they served it. I didn't judge it. I was very shocked about the
tragedy. I was numb, so I didn't have the energy to judge or say something.

Alexandros, 30-44, Accountant

Eleni expressed deep awareness of how emotions impact critical thinking, explaining how she
will actively choose to let some time pass after the initial news before finding additional
information on the topic:
I choose strategically to not really listen to reports the moment I hear the news. Maybe
it’s shocking but I choose to calm down. For example, with the war in Gaza, which was
a really shocking event for everyone.

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

Noticeably, all participants expressed awareness in the form of knowledge and consequent
decisions regarding the interests and doings of news outlet owners. Participants also expressed
an awareness of how algorithms work on social media. In the walk-through part of the interview
with Vasiliki, a post showed up from an account which she didn’t follow, but several of her
friends did. She expressed that the post came from a profile who she would like to follow,
praising the algorithm for choosing it for her. Others expressed worry about the algorithm
choosing for them and for other people, fearing it can create eco-chambers where people are
not exposed to opposite views. Awareness also came in the form of self-perceived bias to
choosing some outlets over others:
Basically, what I’ve noticed in myself is that ’'m biased. Whatever [ hear, if it doesn’t
align with my opinion or the more human [empathetic] side of it and I feel like it’s right
wing or capitalist focused, I'm missing it [rejecting it]. I'm like: “Shame on you,
period”.

Vasiliki, 18-29, University Student (business)

Subtheme 2: Evaluation
When asked about the evaluation of the truthfulness® of information, participants expressed

similar methods for dealing with this. Firstly, most information is met with some degree of
skepticism. The participants explained this as “looking at it from a distance” or “reading it at

surface level”. When faced with information which is outrageous in some form, the first step

5 | am aware of the plurality of the term truthfulness in academia and the discourse surrounding using related concepts to trust
interchangeably. In this thesis, truthfulness is not defined by trust-worthiness, but realness or accuracy.
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of the process is mental, as in questions arise within the mind regarding the realness or
truthfulness of the information. These questions can look like: “What is this?”, “Who is saying
this?”, “Is this in mainstream or international media as well?”. The participants expressed the
belief that Al-generated content is immediately disregarded as non-true:
Besides the ones that look like Al or look not real, the things that come to mind are... I
will see something that I’ve never heard of before, and I’'m not sure if it’s true, and I
can’t put my judgement to see if it’s true [to assess].

Vasiliki, 18-29, University Student (business)

The following steps taken within this process are more practical in the form of cross validation
with other people and sources, starting with checking the comments under the post of interest.
If the comments call out the information for being fake or misleading, the participants generally
believed it to be so, confirming their first mental evaluation. Other validation tactics include
checking other sources and affiliating links or searching for more information more broadly on
the internet. This process ends when encountering the information in a medium which meets

the criteria for trust, or just as true, when not encountering said information.

As mentioned previously, critical thinking and good media literacy emerged as something
highly valued and important, and participants perceived themselves to exercise this extensively.
Eleni, who generally sourced news on social media, stressed the importance of critical thinking
and raised concerns about how quickly misinformation can spread online:

2

You should not trust, in general, someone so much. ”But he says...”, maybe he’s
hacked. Like, the best scenario, he’s hacked.’

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

This quote both points to the inherent informational skepticism warranting a process of

evaluation, and an awareness of a constant threat of false or manipulated information online.

Trust on a spectrum
The criteria for trust looked different depending on what selection category the participants
belonged to, meaning that the choices behind selection derived from the search for a trusted

news source. In category 1, interviewees expressed that they trust the information on webpages

" This quote was used in the title in a reworked and condensed form.
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of reputable and well-established newspapers. They trust the medium because it will face
complications if they provide false information, and there is a presence of experts and elite
people. As expressed by Anna,
Taking e-Kathimerini as an example, it is a longstanding newspaper. [...] it also exists
in paper format, it’s like... it’s serious journalism. They wouldn’t just make up
something.

Anna, 45-64, Self-employed (real estate)

In category 2, trust stemmed from seeing that peers had interacted with the social media post,
videos and images “from the ground” in the form of citizen journalists and the perception that
the profiles cited their sources for validation. Most noticeable, however, is that participants
trusted the news because it was not mainstream, meaning that the information was true because
it would never be shown on the mainstream channels. The aforementioned stigma is at play
here and the perceptions of a manipulated, corrupted and controlled state media impacts both
selection of sources and trust. For example, Vasiliki suggested that social media shows sides of
reality which mainstream channels would never do:
I really want to be looking for stuff [information] and being up to date. There are things
[dimensions of a conflict] that, of course, all those things will never be covered in the
TV news. Besides the fact that some might be a harsh image or something, some that
are not, are still not going to be covered in the TV [channel news] that a lot of old people
watch.

Vasiliki, 18-29, University Student (business)

In category 3, there was no trust attributed to any particular outlet or provider. The trust instead
manifested itself as confidence in the ability to compare several articles from a wide range of
outlets. Instead of becoming a news avoider, Panagiotis exhausted the comparison of

information until he had found the “ultimate truth”.

In conclusion, despite the skepticism present which initiates the process of evaluation, it ends
in trust. The participants exercise and use trust to end the process of evaluation. Media trust can
therefore be seen as a spectrum, moving away from binary notions of trust/distrust. The Greek
audience move from deep skepticism to more or less complete trust depending on different
circumstances which evidently are contingent on both individual and structural variables. These

variables are explored in more detail in section 6.4 in the Discussion.
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5.3. Power, control and corruption

Throughout the interview process, meanings and expressions centralizing around power were
continuously brought up. It is no surprise given the topic and the interwoven relationship
between politics and the media, especially within a media system characterized by high levels
of political parallelism (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 98). The concept of power was also present
in expressions about the power of the individual and the people as a collective force. The
individual wields power in their ability to take control over their own news consumption, in the
form of valuing awareness and being informed about what happens in society and the world.
The power of the people was brought up in the form of protesting but also in the power of

having dialogues and sharing, to combat polarization within society.

Interviewees expressed the belief that the workings of Greek media are directly impacted by
actors fighting for power and control. It was evident in the certainty which the participants
expressed that mainstream media angle, manipulate and cover certain events. For example,
participants explained how the public broadcaster of Greece, ERT, changes their reporting with
the current government. When people notice this, the trust declines and skepticism and cynicism
follow suit. Interviewee Christos was well informed of the workings of the Greek media system
due to his profession as a journalist. He expressed frustration over the lack of a non-partisan
commission electing the board of directors of ERT7, linking it with the low trust in the Greek
judiciary:

The government gives the place directly to the president of the Supreme Court and to

the general attorney. These guys should be elected by a board of high judges, not the

government saying: this guy. Where’s the separation of powers there?

Christos, 18-29, Journalist

The power which a few actors wield over the media was raised together with concerns about
influence, motivation and non-independence of media outlets. For example, interviewee Irene,
expressed how during the COVID-19 pandemic, the church was able to influence media
reporting due to the power it held in society. The understanding of a non-separation of power
and influence was clearly visible when the participants talked about the Tempi-incident and the
following protests. It is a strong, illustrative example, because the participants often linked the
coverage with more general perceptions such as corruption, cover-ups and manipulation, all
symbols of power. The participants generally agreed that the reporting on Tempi was

manipulated in mainstream media, for the purpose of covering up crime and protecting the
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government. This was evident when participants talked about other channels, with not as
strongly perceived control by the government, and how they covered the incident. Christos
explained how Tempi was a wakeup call for some channels like Mega:
I think that there was a wake-up call and suddenly you had a lot of private channels
criticizing strongly the government. You also had a lot of journalist presenters losing
the limit of calmness and stuff like that [expressing disdain].

Christos, 18-29, Journalist

This sentiment was also found in the interview with Panagiotis:
They [the government and the TV channels] tried to cover up the crime in Tempi. Some
channels like Mega that do not support the government and support other parties tried
to say something about Tempi, but that’s it. The other channels said nothing. They tried
to cover all this crime. It’s well known what happened in Tempi but here in Greece,
justice is very slow and corrupted.

Panagiotis, 18-29, Programmer

Corruption and the manipulation of information were seen as an obvious element of the political
and media landscape in Greece. Interviewees raised opinions about the corruption of media
channels, of politicians, of juries and of Greek citizens. Corruption is seen as an integrated part
of the culture, with Tempi, the protests, the reporting and the trial as the shining example.
Teacher Irene attributed the lack of accountability and the failure of the media to force
accountability to the culture: “everyone is involved in this, ‘nothing does anything’ thing so to
speak, and then it gets really difficult. It [the accountability] just goes higher and higher until it
eventually arrives at a minister who is like: “What? No, thanks”. And then it stops”. The
[perceived] existence of corruption in every part of life and society, leads to a general

skepticism.

Funding and purchasing power were also a point of concern for the participants, but not
necessarily the fact that journalists get financial support for their work. Instead, interviewees
expressed that journalists who are well paid often do a good job, and that it is part of the business
model like any other. Concern instead lied where the funding originally comes from. Related
to this were the commentary about unjust funding by the government during the COVID-19
pandemic, where the government provided more EU-funding to channels who were “friendly”

to them, hindering economic independence. Funding through advertisement and commercials
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were perceived to alter the reporting of all media, impacting news selection and presentation.
The lack of independence of Greek media is therefore connected to economics. Participant
Anna said that “in Greece, someone is always dependent on someone, which leads to real
revelations being silenced”. When asked about the biggest issues with mainstream media, Eleni
said:
It’s the fact that they’re not independent [the mainstream media]. It starts from there. If
we really want to dig into it, it starts from that. There are no comparative people
[alternative sources] giving funding from many sources to make it independent.

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee

It is relevant here to include a paragraph on conspiracy theories and mentality as it is connected
to institutional trust. As demonstrated by Mari et al, (2022) a tendency to believe conspiracy
theories is contingent on a “general opposition to the mainstream, or distrust of society at large”
(Mari, et al., 2022, p. 280). Conspiracy theories arise due to a tendency to attribute hidden,
powerful actors to a conspicuous social event (Mari, et al., 2022, p. 279). The prevalence of
conspiracy theories in the interviews came in the form of directly describing examples of them,
or by explaining how Greeks are extra prone to subscribing to a conspiracy mentality. For
example, teacher Irene talked about how conspiracy theories were extra rampant during the
COVID-19 pandemic due to it being inherent in the culture:
There was so much conspiracy theory [prevalence] that it became exhausting. It was
super wearisome when we were out with friends and when we talked with people. They
sort of have a great tendency to believe in conspiracies here and that there’s always
something else behind [the social event], it’s a little ingrained in the culture.

Irene, 30-45, teacher

For Eleni, the great effort that it takes to be truly informed is deliberate, implemented through
the structure of online content platforms and the vast amount of content requiring navigation.
She raised concerns about how this will lead to implications on a societal level in the form of
active citizenship:
They [the platforms and news providers] have made it really hard, strategically
[intentionally] they have made it really hard — it’s not that it happened by accident. They
have made it really hard not to be led to paralysis because that’s the final outcome.

Eleni, 18-29, Developer and trainee
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54. A desire for change
Within the theme of change are the expression of the desire for change by participants as well

as the accounts of change within media and media consumption.

Firstly, the participants expressed dissatisfaction with the current state of life and society. Life
is busy, it is hard to make ends meet, information abundant and the version of reality which is
being channeled through the news media is bleak and cynical. The evaluation necessary and the
inherent skepticism when encountering information can lead to stress and weariness. When
asked about what is important in society, many interviewees responded with accounts of
solidarity, humanity, social prosperity and respect. The current state of society, however, is
defined by frustration due to the lack of progress in politics and judiciary. The informants
expressed that “the Greeks” want change in the form of politicians taking accountability for
their actions and the media to fulfill the watchdog role and empower citizens. As expressed by
Irene, the media currently are not fulfilling the journalistic role of the watchdog of the
government. According to her, a capable journalist would follow up on the Tempi incident now,
three years later. She conveyed that the media instead overly reports on the tragedy of the
victims. This sentiment was backed up by Alexandros, who believed that the massive protests
after Tempi would inspire change:
I think that because the civilization, I mean the Greeks, have shown that they can
explode [...] if you’ve seen how many gathered in the city center for Tempi [...] they
[the government] can see people, we [the people] have seen that we have the power to
change things. The governments know that there is no more bullshit. We [the
government] need to be stricter and we need to be more responsible [accountable]. If
you do something stupid, you need to pay for this mistake.

Alexandros, 30-44, Accountant

The desire for change was also expressed in a wish for education on critical thinking and news
evaluation to be implemented in Greek schools, something that the participants felt were
lacking. Moreover, participants talked about changes in technology enabling alternative outlets
to be used for information gathering. They also talked about changes in alternative sources of
funding for journalistic practice such as ad revenue online or funding from international
journalism associations. Within the interviews was also the sentiment of a before and after the

financial crises of 2009 and 2010. This comes in the form of a mentality shift, where media

37



outlets could express more freely opinions against the government, the style of reportage

changed, and the developments in other parts of society such as technological advancements.

In this chapter, I have set out to thematically present the results of the analytical process by
accounting for the different manifestations of the themes and subthemes with examples and
data exerts. The analysis is based on the interpretation of the data I made from immersing myself
with both the dataset and previous research, making the findings both empirical and theoretical
in line with the goal of reflexive TA (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 64). In the following chapter
the themes are discussed in relation to previous literature and are situated in a broader

framework.

6. Discussion

The discussion starts by mapping out important findings and relevant connections to previous
research by positing them against the research questions. A discussion on the research of media
trust in academia follows. Lastly, consequences of low media trust are discussed, and a

contemplation is made towards the future.

6.1. The “ultimate truth” and perceptions of the digital landscape

General choices regarding news consumption were oriented in a quest towards the one true
account of events amongst several false reports. This resonates heavily with the study on the
folk theories of Austrian young adults by Garusi & Juarez Miro’s (2025), where participants
based their media consumption choices and habits towards finding “the ultimate truth” (Garusi
& Juarez Miro, 2025, p. 579). The analysis in my study showed that for some, the “ultimate
truth” is believed to be found on social media and for others, it is found on the webpages of
well-established national or international newspapers. A third category also emerged with only
one participant, who expressed skepticism towards all news outlets and providers. The “ultimate
truth” could therefore also be found in the comparison of several articles and posts, making the

individual the sole instrument of analysis.

The ability to choose where one gets their news update from was generally seen as positive,
contrasted to a past where people were perceived to have no choice but to believe the account
of reality provided by a press controlled and corrupted by the government. As discussed by

Bebawi & Evans (2019, p. 18), the digital landscape enabled the participants to choose what
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style of news reporting they prefer and forego others. The interviewees in my study, who
consumed news on social media could choose alternative topics and angles on news events and
praised the presence of citizen journalists or videos and photos taken at the scene, meaning that
this was closer to the “ultimate truth”. Citizen involvement as covered by Bebawi & Evans
(2019, p. 20) was also credited to the opportunities that social media gives rise to, as peers and
comments were vital for the evaluation and finding of information.

The ability to choose what sources one uses also came with the recognition of heavy
responsibility, which resonates with the findings showing “self-responsibilization” of the
audiences by Vihalemm & Juzefovics (2022). This term describes how the opportunities to find
the “ultimate truth” on the free news market online make users feel responsible to utilize this

within, in the context of their study, a perceived dysfunctional media system.

Participants generally believed that they were the instrument of evaluation and that not
exercising critical thinking when encountering news information was a sign of not taking
responsibility. This was considered a negative personality trait, pointing to a general stigma
surrounding mainstream media in society. Interestingly, all participants expressed the
perception that they are the exception when it comes to critical assessment of information and
that “others” and especially older generations, forego this task. This is ascribed to a lack of time
or skills or in a more sinister way, because these “others” do not want to for ideological reasons.
Additionally, the plurality of choices needed to be taken regarding navigation through the vast
amounts of media, both mainstream and alternative, were sometimes met with frustration or
weariness. Concerns were raised on this leading to “choice paralysis™® with implications on
both societal and individual scale, yet no one in this study described themselves as a news
avoider. This can be attributed to the strong levels of trust that participants expressed in some
selected outlets. Audiences exercising trust to reduce social complexity is understood in the
research field as the solution to uncertainty, since audiences (the trustors) cannot verify all

information (Fawzi, et al., 2021, p. 156).

6.2. Perceptions of the Greek media system
Regarding perceptions of the media system in the specific case of Greece, interviewees were of
the belief that every channel shows different versions of reality depending on the owner’s

interest, and the workings of Greek mainstream media are directly impacted by actors fighting

8 *Choice paralysis” as expressed by the participants refers to the psychiatric term of “decision paralysis” (see section 5.1)
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for power. Oligarchs, powerful entrepreneurs, the state and the church exercise control and use
the media to their advantage. When it came to the public broadcaster, participants agreed that
it stood under direct state control, changing its reporting to support the sitting government. This
sentiment is typical for media systems in the Polarized pluralist model as developed by Hallin
& Mancini, where the media is subjected to instrumentalization and exhibit high level of
political parallelism (2004, pp. 98, 107, 113-115). To understand how this translates into
measured low levels of media trust in Greece, one can utilize the concept of the “trust nexus”
by Hanitzsch et al. (2018). The participants in this study were aware of the political parallelism
in their media system and attributed it to feelings of skepticism and distrust, strengthening the
argument for a spiral relationship between trust and worsening perception of political
institutions. On the same note, corruption was a common sentiment in the interviews, as
participants expressed how it was ingrained in every part of Greek society, warranting
skepticism and worry on independence and ideological bias in media. The Spanish participants
in the study of Palmer et al. (2020, p. 1984) expressed similar views, illuminating the impact of
media system characteristics on audiences, as Spain and Greece belong to the same media
system model (see Hallin & Mancini, 2004). The train crash in Tempi in 2023 was held as an

illustrative example of both corruption in Greek society and the state’s control over media.

Regarding economics, funding and purchasing power was a point of concern for the participants
but not the fact that journalists are well paid. This was met with indifference and the statement
that it’s part of life and business. When it comes to funding in the form of advertisement online,
participants did not generally view it as a problem. Concern instead lied with powerful actors
exercising economic power. One example of this is unjust financial contribution from the state
during the COVID-19 pandemic, where one participant explained how the state provided more
money to supportive channels. This is again typical for the type of media system and an

indicator of the invasive role of the state in the media (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 119).

6.3. Navigating the media landscape

When it comes to navigations through the media landscape, the results of my analysis show
alignment with the research by Kyriakidou et al. (2023) and the term practical skepticism. In
resemblance to their study, the informants believed disinformation to be an inherent part of the
daily encounter with news. The general sentiment was that on a small individual scale, believing
false information was not a concern. Problems arise on a societal scale regarding informed

citizenship. Like in the study of Kyriakidou et al. (2023), my study shows that informants
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perceive that there is political bias in all news media, and that the media enabled disinformation
when not providing adequate explanation for political situations, or when reporting under or
exaggerated social events. For example, informants believed that mainstream media’s reporting
on Tempi was manipulated, and the government and media worked together to cover up a crime.
Notions that the media severely under-reported on the number of protesters and exaggerated
brawls and fights were also met with discontent. The expression of media failing to fulfill its
watchdog role both points to the valuing of this role by the audience and an awareness of
characteristics inherent in the media system (mainly political parallelism).

To deal with the skepticism inherent in the encounter with news, participants in the study of
Kyriakidou et al. (2023) fact-checked, cross-referenced and relied on trusted sources in their
own personalized information systems (2023, pp. 2391-2392). I found the same pattern when
analyzing the interviews in my study. Participants described looking at information from a
distance due to inherent skepticism if it did not come from a source they had initially trusted.
What followed was a process of evaluation, where they utilized the same principles as the
participants of Kyriakidou et al. (2023). The same process was described by Garusi & Juarez
Miro (2025), who demonstrated how trust decisions when encountering information from an
untrusted source were made on cross-checking, source validation and relying on themselves as
instruments of evaluation (Garusi & Juarez Miro, 2025, pp. 576-579).

Interestingly, the skepticism towards mainstream media persisted despite participants saying
that they did not consume that media. This resonates with Palmer et al. (2020, p. 1976) that folk
theories of the media exist regardless of actual exposure. It can also be explained by the inherent
stigma surrounding the mainstream media in Greek society which is explored further down.
Furthermore, Tsfati & Cappella (2003, p. 518) found in their study that media skeptics get much
of their information from mistrusted sources, pointing to the complexity of researching media

trust from the angle of measured media use.

The participants expressed preference for source selection in three distinct categories. These
corresponded with where they believed the “ultimate truth” to be found and that they generally
trusted. The categories were: 1) webpages of established Greek or foreign news providers, 2)
content on social media, and 3) none, the comparison of several sources. These categories were
not mutually exclusive. Age is evidently a variable to take into consideration, with the older

participants belonging to category 1, preferring and trusting more traditional news reporting.
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6.4. Trust in relation to perceptions and navigations

My findings impose that selection and trust have a mutual relationship, where one can influence
the other in both directions. The link between source selection and trust has previously been
researched by examining correlations between exposure to different media and levels of trust,
with the general findings being that low trust levels correlate with more exposure to alternative
media (see Tsfati & Capppella, Kalogeropoulos et al., 2019; Ladd, 2012). In this particular
research context, this is only half-true. All participants were skeptical of the mainstream Greek
news for reasons explored further down, but not all used alternative media as their main source
of information. Participants expressed awareness and distance when it came to the purpose of
consuming information, clearly separating news from entertainment, personal posts from
activism, and journalistic articles from advertisements. The inherent skepticism warranted a
process of evaluation when met with outrageous information in some form which ended when
encountering that same information in a trusted medium. The participants in this study moved
on a spectrum of trust, ranging from deep skepticism to complete or “blind” trust. This
strengthens the argument for not viewing trust and distrust as opposites, where one can either
trust or not trust, but as “complementary attitudes” made by Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023, pp.
483-483). As explained by the authors, a person will use mainstream media despite not trusting
the information if they have confidence in their own ability to see through the alleged

misinformation or lies.

To understand how trust can be understood as a spectrum, one must look at the dimensions of
the media system and how they correlate with trust in various media objects. This can be done
using the modified model of Fawzi et al. (2021). The various media objects here are, for
example, information from the media, the media system, institutions and organizations, specific
media outlets or media coverage (see Figure 1). The model includes many factors impacting
the media trust both negatively and positively. Upon evaluating the results from the analysis,
1.e. of the expressions made by the informants against the model, we can draw conclusions on

how perceptions impact and correlate with media trust.

For informants belonging to category 2, trust was primarily allocated to the content of the news
media. Moreover, the reasons for trusting social media mirrored the reasons for not trusting the
mainstream media, resonating with the findings of Kalogeropoulos et al. (2021). Some factors
or characteristics leading to low trust in media objects accounted for in the modified model of

Fawzi et al. (2021) were also shown in the interviews. For example, informants exhibited a
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postmaterialist and conspiracy mentality due to a perceived worsening state of societal life.
Skepticism of the mainstream media was evident, as well as hostile media bias. The orientation
of public service was also brought up as a reason for general skepticism as informants expressed
how ERT changes its reporting to adhere to the government’s ideology. The use of non-
mainstream media is a defining characteristic of categories 2 and 3, which is also linked to
lower trust (see Figure 1). Additionally, Kalogeropoulos et al. (2019, pp. 3683-3684) found that
the participants in their study who had a more varied media diet (plurality in sourcing) held

higher levels of trust, while solely relying on social media negatively correlated with trust.

All informants belonging to categories 2 and 3 were in the younger age group. Age is considered
a variable which can have both a negative and positive impact on the trust level of media (see
Figure 1). For categories 2 and 3, the participants’ younger age can therefore be seen as a reason
for distrust instead of trust. Regarding category 3, where trust wasn’t allocated to any medium
of information, the “ultimate truth” could instead be found within the confidence to “read
between the lines” and compare several articles from various sources on the topic, similar to

what was noted by Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023, p. 483).

For informants belonging to category 1, trust was primarily allocated to the sources of
information. While expressing their media skepticism towards mainstream media, disdain
with ERTs orientation and post materialistic values, they also showcased several factors which
lead to higher trust in various media objects. The perception of credibility and quality in media
and journalistic professionalism meant that these sources were trusted more. Belonging to the
higher age bracket, the age of these informants also had an influence on the level of trust, but

in the opposite direction than of categories 2 and 3.

In conclusion, when viewing trust as a spectrum ranging from deep skepticism to complete
trust, the dimensions or characteristics of the media system on both an individual and societal
level determines the location of the informants on it. In other words, trust, regardless of where
it is based, is contingent on these dimensions. The shifting and evolving nature of these different

circumstances also mean that the location on this spectrum is subjected to change.

6.5. Expressions of change
Lastly, participants expressed a desire for change. The objects of desire had to do with societal

prosperity, the construction of the media business and in the presentation of news. The way
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news is presented which participants described as desirable resonated with what scholars in the
framework of constructive journalism have long advocated for (Meier, 2018). The changing
media landscape online was central in the discussion for a positive change. Technology affords
choice and selection but was sometimes perceived as hard to navigate in a practical sense.
According to informants, the globality of journalism made alternative sources of funding
possible, a positive change according to the interviewees, as it enables more independent news
outlets both online and on TV. The general sentiment had to do with the fulfilling of the media’s
watchdog role, forcing politicians to take accountability and follow up on incidents after time
had passed. Tempi were described as a wake-up call for some independent TV channels,

changing their ideological and political alignment and presentation.

6.6. Media trust research in academia

What this discussion shows is that no approach towards researching media trust can stand alone.
As argued by scholars, the reliance on quantitative measures is not sufficient in answering these
kinds of questions, as the concept is highly complex and contingent on individual and structural
factors alike (see Strombaéck et al. 2020; Fawzi et al. 2021; Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023). For
quantitative and qualitative research alike, media needs to be distinguished between mainstream
media in the form of independent or dependent sources and alternative media (social media or

other). One can also discuss media in general terms as a platform for information.

When it comes to the Greek context, I argue that it is misleading to describe a society as having
low trust in the media, if citizens upon further inspection exhibit high levels of trust in allocated
alternative sources. Real concerns about low media trust in society would be raised if people
exhibited this in all platforms of information. As Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023) put it; “Cannot
audiences be trusted to mistrust? Is this a privilege reserved for media and journalism scholars?”’
(2023, p. 480) Of course, information on digital platforms lacks the professional protection and
validation which journalism, when it operates in a functional (democratic) media system,
possesses and provides. This gives rise to problems which are often referred to in the discussion
on a trust crisis, such as misinformation and fake news and their implications on functional
democratic participation. Low trust in mainstream media, if concluded that it directly correlates
with alternative media use, demands attention to these problems, as it is illustrative of a larger
dysfunctionality in society. The importance of media trust is still up for debate however, as

Jakobsson & Stiernstedt argue, it has not been confirmed as a condition for what really matters:
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“a blossoming news industry, informed citizenship, democracy and ontological security”

(Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023, p. 490).

6.7. Towards the future

The framework of constructive journalism (CJ) has come up throughout these results as an
expression of normative theories on how journalism should function to fulfill its role in relation
to the audience in the media landscape. While more research is needed on the implementation
of constructive journalism and its implications on media trust, it is worth mentioning in the
discussion. For example, the findings of Meier’s (2018) empirical study based on two
experiments with CJ showed that on a micro-level, the solutions-based style of presentation of
news can counteract a negative worldview and inspire positive emotions. Participants of his
study did not feel more informed however and lifted concerns on hidden advertising and bias

(in being non-critical) (Meier, 2018, pp. 776-777).

Regarding the tendency of mistrusting audiences turning to social media for news, a section of
the scholarly field is turning their attention to practical solutions to misinformation and fake
news. These come in the form of digital fact-checking tools (see for example Larssen et al.,
2021) or digital literacy tools as the one tested by Axelsson et al. (2021), where students are
trained in professional fact-checking strategies with statistically significant results (Axelsson,

etal., 2021, pp. 15-16).

This chapter has used previous research to explore the findings of my research in relation to the
research questions. Additionally, a brief contemplation on media trust research was made by
discussing the problems inherent in the academic field as well as accounting for other
dimensions in the field. In the following conclusion, the research questions are answered, the
findings are contextualized for Greece as the country of focus, and limitations are discussed

with recommendations for future studies.

7. Conclusion

This study raised two questions regarding what perceptions do Greeks have of their media
environment and how these are related to low media trust (RQ1) as well as how Greeks navigate
news consumption within this media environment (RQ2). My findings show that Greek

audience inherit a general skepticism of their media environment due to perceived political
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parallelism, ownership concentration, corruption and the structure of the digital platforms.
Concern lies with a few powerful actors exercising influence, economic power and acting
according to personal or ideological interests, rather than the fulfilling of valuable journalistic
roles. Media trust was found to exist on a spectrum, where different circumstances and
characteristics of the media system on both an individual and societal level moved individuals

from deep skepticism to blind trust.

Informants navigate their news consumption by exercising skepticism when encountering
outrageous information or when consuming information from a non-trusted medium. The
evaluation of information was first mental, where the participants expressed “self-
responsibilization” (Vihalemm & Juzefovics, 2022). Practices followed such as cross-checking
sources, source validation and confirmation with peers and comments. The process of
evaluation ended when encountering the information in a trusted medium, or when not
encountering that information. Three categories of news source selection were found, divided
by where the “ultimate truth” was believed to be found. These sources were generally trusted
and did not incite the process of evaluation. A general skepticism towards mainstream media

united the categories.

Following reports of dwindling trust levels in the media, a notion of a “trust crisis” in journalism
has emerged in newsrooms and academic settings alike. The transition from traditional news
media to a fragmented, autonomous digital landscape brings challenges and worry lies in the
democratic functions of traditional media being undermined and pushed away. In academia,
media trust research has been characterized by general disagreement on definition,
conceptualization, over reliance on quantitative methods and a source-centric perspective. This
research project sought out to add to a growing amount of literature focusing on perception and
navigation, to contribute theoretically and empirically to the understanding of media trust from
what arguably matters the most: the audience. As Palmer et al. (2020, p. 1974) put it; “for a

watchdog to be effective, the public must not only hear its warnings but also heed them”.

Greece offers valuable insight and a fruitful context for media trust research in this regard. As
a society, Greece is engraved by political and affective polarization, radicalization, socio-
political crises and a historically strong state with a weak civil society (Kalogeropoulos, et al.,
2021, pp. 109-110). When it comes to Western democracies, Greece has arguably embraced the

shift to the digital media landscape the most, something which is attributed to the record low

46



levels of media trust in Europe measured by the Reuters Institute (Kalogeropoulos, 2021, p.
126; Newman et al, 2025). The country therefore showcases two extremes and can be seen as
the ultimate example of low trust and alternative media use, implications which are applicable
to other contexts. Greece offers rewarding comparative potential and represents what the future
might hold for countries heading the same way, such as for example the United States

(Kalogeropoulos, et al., 2021, p. 127).

This study has potential limitations. The results are not generalizable and can only be seen as
exemplary of general statements and notions of a small sample. I urge future research to take
my findings into consideration for the operationalization of larger qualitative or quantitative
study on media trust in Greece. The small sample size of 8 interviews is due to time and resource
constraints, potentially hindering saturation. This research is at risk of having blind spots in the
form of a lack of an intersectional approach to variables that make up social identity such as
age, socioeconomic background and occupation/education. The divide between rural and urban
Greece is substantial, and a larger sample should be more representative. One might argue for
the additional use of focus groups as they enable the study of conversation and social dynamics
as well as the comparison of individual interviews with what is being said in a group setting. In
addition, the combining of both qualitative and quantitative approaches may provide fruitful

frameworks for analysis by triangulation.

Future research might also take into consideration findings of this study which are outside of
the scope of this research project. These include the effects of constructive journalism on media
trust, how media literacy education impacts trust, and the expression of the critical assessment
practices being exclusive to the participants. The latter could encompass psychological
perspectives as well as media literacy research. Lastly, alternative media and social media are
often put in the same category. Given the rise of extreme-right-wing news media on forums
online, a possible study would be the comparison of media trust levels of individuals using
more “neutral” social media for news, and individuals utilizing these other, more radical,

forums.
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0. Appendices

9.1. Basis for interview questions
e Do you consent to participating in this study and being recorded? Have you received

enough information to make an informed decision?
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Please state your name, where you live, how old you are and what you do for a living?
Generally speaking, what is important to you in your life and in society as a whole?
What comes to your mind when you think of the word “news”?

What do you consider to be important topics to cover in the news media?

Do you pay extra attention to these kinds of stories?

How do you acquire information about these topics?

Is there anything that you are particularly drawn to when it comes to news outlets?
Are there any topics or outlets that you avoid?

How do you think mainstream media covered the train crash in Tempi?

Please take me through a typical day for you in regard to consuming news?

If you’d like, could you show me what this acquiring process looks like?

Questions during the walk-through made up on the spot, for example:

Why is this a good source?

Do you think about where the information comes from?
What makes this content good?

Do you follow this profile? Why?

What does this post mean?

Continuation semi-structured interview:

52

What makes a news outlet credible?

What do you think journalists want to achieve with their articles/posts?

Would you like to change anything, and what would it be?

Have you ever encountered something that you believed to be false information?
How do you distinguish what is true and what is false?

What goes through your mind when you encounter something you believe to be false?
What makes you think something is true or false?

What could happen if you believed something that turned out not to be true?

Does that invoke any emotions?

What could be the motivation behind posting false information?

Are there any differences/similarities between Greek news and international?



9.2. Consent form for data collection

SODERTORNS HOGSKOLA | STOCKHOLM
sh.se

Information about personal data processing as part of the study
assignment in Master thesis at Sodertorn University

Information to participants

You have been asked to participate in the study about media trust and media consumption
habits. The study is being conducted as part of my education in the International Master's
Programme in Journalism, department of Journalism, School of Social Sciences at Sédertérn
University. Under the GDPR (2016/679), Sodertérn University is the personal data controller
when personal data is processed as part of a study assignment. This document provides
information about how your personal data will be processed as part of this study.

Personal data that will be processed
For the purpose of this study, your personal data that will be collected and processed are:

e Name

e Age

e Gender
e Phone

o City of residence

¢ Interview recordings

The purpose of the study and personal data processing

The purpose of the study is to investigate the media trust of Greek people or people who
have lived in Greece for a substantial amount of time and are well ingrained into the society.
It is necessary to process and collect personal data to get a clear image of the study field.

The study is based upon an interview, in which you answer some questions about your
every-day experiences with the press and media as well as your perceptions and thoughts
about trust in the press. You will also be asked to show me “walk-through” your news
feed/where you get your news. This will only be recorded by audio. The interview will take
place at a public place (café or similar) in Athens, Greece in April 2026 or via Zoom/another
digital tool and is estimated to take 30-60 minutes. The interview will be audio-recorded and
then transcribed. Your answers will then be used as the basis for academic analysis of the
subject.
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What is the legal basis for processing personal data?

The legal basis for processing your personal data is your informed consent. You may recall
your consent at any time, without stating a reason. However, recalling your consent does not
affect the processing that occurred prior to it being recalled.

How will personal data be stored and secured during work on the

assignment?

Your personal data will be stored on my personal laptop during the assignment. Pseudonyms
will be used in the thesis and the names of other people and places changed. Your age will
not be stated but the age range you belong to, i.e. “18-29”, or “30-45”. Examples of how it will
look like in the thesis:

“Some respondents voiced strong opinions about politicians. Consider this extract from
’Anna’ (pseudonym), 30-45 years, bus driver:”

or
“| start every morning with a cup of coffee and the morning news”

“Nikos”, 18-29 years, teacher

How long will personal data be processed?

Your personal data will be processed until the study assignment is completed and graded as
a pass. After this, your personal data will be deleted. Your name or anything else that could
identify you will not be included in the results.

The thesis will be openly published on DiVa portal and stored in Sédertérn University’s digital
archive where it can be accessed upon request.

Your rights under the GDPR

Sodertdrn University is the data controller for processing your personal data. Under the
GDPR, you are entitled to access your personal data that is being processed in the study
(extract from the register) and, where necessary, have erroneous personal data corrected.
You may also request that information about you is erased and that the processing of your
personal data is limited.

If you wish to use any of these rights or recall your consent, you should contact the relevant
student or their supervisor. Their contact details are provided below.

Complaints

If you have questions or complaints about how your personal data is processed, you are
welcome to contact Sddertdrn University’s data protection officer via dataskydd@sh.se. You
are also entitled to make a complaint to the Swedish Authority for Privacy Protection (IMY) if
you are unhappy with the university’s personal data processing. IMY can be emailed at
imy@imy.se or you can call them at +46 (0)8 657 6100.

People responsible for the study
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The person responsible for the study is Liudmila Voronova, PhD, Associate professor in
journalism. +46 8 608 5216. Liudmila.voronova@sh.se.

The study is being conducted by Emilie Johansson. Phone (WhatsApp or text): +XX XX
XXXXX. E-mail: 25emjo9@suni.se.

9.3. Information on the train crash in Tempi on 28" February 2023

EODOSAAM, an independent national investigation agency for Greece established in January
2023, published in 2025 a rail accident report (EODOSAAM, 2025). This was done in
collaboration with the Hellenic Air & Rail safety Investigation Authority (HARSIA) and the
European Union Agency for Railways Safety and Operations Unit (ERA). The aim was to
investigate causes and consequences of the event to prevent similar incidents in the future.
The report concludes that the train crash was the result of a head-on collision between two
passenger trains travelling on the same track at the same time, leading to 57 people losing their
lives.

The causal factors are attributed to the station master not using the automatic methods for
routing one of the trains and in so making a mistake which lead to the collision. The report
accounts for the difficult operational and personal context of the station master. The Greek
railway communication system was concluded to be outdated compared to other modern
communication methodologies and the railway infrastructure described as poorly maintained.
This state was attributed to the economic crises of 2009 and 2010, making maintenance

economically constraining (EODOSAAM, 2025).

Mass protests followed the release of the report all over Greece. In Athens, hundreds of
thousands gathered for what was one of the biggest protests in years according to the BBC
(2025). The protests pertain to the Greek authorities handling of the investigation in a “public
outcry for accountability”, according to The Human Rights Watch (HRW) (hrw.org, 2025). The
arguments put forward by survivors, relatives and investigative journalists have to do with
Greek authorities clearing the crash site before an investigation could take place, the absence
of safety systems and these claims not being reciprocated by the government (hrw.org, 2025).
The general sentiment refers to a lack of faith in the justice system due to a wide-held belief
that the government covers up for high-ranking officials (BBC, 2025). The lack of faith in the
justice system combined with the severity and nature of the incident hit deep into Greek society.
Media’s reporting of the accident and the following mass protests therefore has become a

turning point for many Greeks and impacted the media trust in several channels (Newman, et
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al., 2025). The question of accountability for Tempi has been raised in the European parliament,

as the European Prosecutor’s office forwarded a request to the Greek parliament to investigate

two of the former transport ministers. This was blocked by the Greek government, adding to

frustration and skepticism (hrw.org, 2025). As of May 2026, trials are still ongoing.

94. Information box

Table 4: information box

Terms Information Source

ERT The Hellenic Broadcasting (ert.gr, 2026)
Corporation, public service
of Greece.

Mega Private television news (megatv.com, 2026)

network, owned by Alter
Ego Media S.A. Member of
ENED union, a publishing

company.
SKAI Television network owned (skai.gr, 2026)

by Skai Group.
Kathimerini and E- Leading broadsheet (kathemerini.gr, 2026)
Kathimerini newspaper in Greece.

Founded in 1919, digital
version founded 1996.
Owned by private company
name: “NEES
KATHIMERINES
EKDOSEIS SINGLE-
MEMBER S.A.”. Aims to
provide detailed and broad
information showcasing a
plurality of political views.
The website contains a
protocol for ethics and
verification, in compliance
with the EU.
E-kathemerini refers to the
English version.

Proto Thema Broadsheet newspaper with
a digital presence funded in
2005. Owned by Proto
Thema Publishing A.E.

(protothema.gr, 2026)

Google News Technological platform
providing several diverse
news sources, owned by
Google

(google.com, u.d.)
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