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Abstract 
In this thesis, news media use and trust among Swedish upper secondary schools students of 

Generation Z is investigated through focus group interviews with students from two different 

schools. This study aims to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school students of 

Generation Z use and perceive news media, with focus on the relations between news media 

trust and news media use. To interpret the empirical data, the study uses a theoretical framework 

consisting of three pillars: an understanding of trust informed by Giddens (1990) definition; the 

use of public connection (Couldry et al., 2018) to understand the role of news media; a 

generational understanding based on Prensky’s (2001a; 2001b) concept of Digital Natives, and 

Bolin’s (2017) media generations. 

 This study suggests that there is a clear discrepancy between the young Swedes news media 

use, and their trust. They acknowledge the importance of news media in society, and traditional 

news medias are perceived as trustworthy expert systems, providing of professional, quality 

journalism. Despite the high levels of trust, traditional news medias are rarely actively used. 

Instead, students come into contact with most news through social media feeds, on platforms 

such as TikTok and Instagram. They mostly view the content on these platforms as unreliable 

and untrustworthy, due to the lack of a clear, trustworthy expert presence. Despite distrusting 

the content on social media, the students continue to use the services as a source of news, in 

part due to the convenience of use and in part as they believe themselves to well equipped to 

discern true and fake news through their generations’ intimate knowledge of both the structure 

of social medias, and strategies for fact checking. This study also argues that the use of 

distrusted news from social media, may in fact in some cases enable a public connection.  
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1. Introduction  
News media in Sweden has historically been described as a natural part of a working 

democracy, and is usually said to ideally have three main objectives namely; to provide the 

citizens with the information required to freely and independently take a stance on societal 

issues, to check the power of politicians and influential actors in society, and to let diverse 

opinions and cultural expressions be heard (Nord & Strömbäck, 2012, p. 17). This sentiment 

may seem like an idealistic description of news media, but in essence, this is the mission of the 

news media’s role in society. It is through news media and news reporting we stay updated on 

what happens around us, and it is though this information we are able to form opinions and 

engage in public discourses. With the aid of news reporting, we become informed and active 

participants of society. However, in order for news media to have this role as a provider of 

social engagement in society, it requires trust from the citizens as they need to have confidence 

in that the news they use are unbiased and correct. This in turn mean that the news providers 

need to cultivate trustworthy reputations, and produce quality journalism to maintain this role 

in society.  

In Sweden, national surveys spanning decades indicate that most Swedes still trust in the 

news media they consume to a large extent. The Public Service outlets Sveriges Television 

(SVT) and Sveriges Radio (SR), remain the most trusted media institutions despite the 

continuously transformative media landscape (Falk, 2022b). The news media landscape has 

during the past decades through the emergence internet transformed from being a relatively 

low-choice environment, into an increasingly high choice environment, with the option to at 

least to an extent choose what news to expose yourself to (cf. Dahlgren, 2019). This increase in 

available outlets makes it challenging to evaluate what is to be trusted, and what is not, and 

requires the news consumer to make critical and sound assessments of the information they 

receive through various news medias. In this diverse and scattered media landscape, how can 

you know what is to be trusted, and what is not? Is trust still something that plays into the 

choices for news media use, or do people make their decisions based on other criteria? Trust is 

itself is a complex and multifaceted concept, and has previously been discussed extensively in 

the literature (e.g. Giddens, 1984; Simmel, 1900/2011; Luhmann, 1979/2017). Trust in the news 

media is a highly debated topic, both within academia, but also in the public discourse. In the 

era where fake news and dissemination of misinformation and disinformation is abundant, 

discussing news media trust is of great relevance. 
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As news have historically been used to participate in society, and stay in tune with the public 

discourses, what happens when the news media environment changes into a high choice reality? 

How is then the function of news media interpreted by the new news media audience, many of 

whom have only experienced news as sources scattered around the internet? The younger 

generations, in particular the generation commonly referred to as Generation Z, have been 

catapulted into a digital world of news and information overflow, and must try to make sense 

of what is real and what is fake, what is true and what is a lie. This is a complicated and 

deceptive reality, that requires a lot from the individual for him/her to make a sound and correct 

assessment. In what ways do these people understand the societal function of, and use news 

media? And how does their trust or distrust relate to this media use? The younger news audience 

often find themselves acting and using media in relation to past conventions on what constitutes 

sound media consumption, enforced by members of different generations with completely 

different experiences. The baby boomers and Generation X came into contact with the digital 

world as adults (cf. van der Goot et al., 2018) after growing up in an analogue environment, 

making them what Prensky (2001a) would call digital immigrants. Individuals of Generation Z 

were born after the creation of internet, and are often said to be digital natives who have grown 

up using ICTs (cf. Prensky, 2001a). With these vastly different backgrounds, studies have 

shown that there are intergenerational differences in how digital natives and digital immigrants 

tend to use news media (van der Goot et al., 2018). Surveys indicate that younger media 

audiences tend to use traditional media to a much lesser extent than older generations, and 

instead tur to social media for news and information (Statens Medieråd, 2021). In order to 

understand why the younger generations use media differently, we need to investigate how 

Generation Z interprets the societal function of news media, and how important they perceive 

trust to be in relation this function. It is also of the essence to explore how they perceive their 

own generation, as opposed to those who came before, in relation to their trust in, and use of 

news media. Probing into how Generation Z perceive their own capabilities to discern truthful 

and trustworthy news media in an oversaturated media environment, as opposed to younger and 

older generations, is important in order to understand their motivations for news media use and 

news media trust. Focusing on the reasons for trust and news media use in relation to the societal 

function of news media, as well as their own generational perception, makes it possible to 

examine the intricate understandings of, and attitudes towards news media, that may be present 

among individuals of Generation Z.  

In this thesis, problems and challenges such as these that the news consumer encounter are 

investigated. I focus specifically on how young Swedes of Generation Z perceive and reason 
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about the role of news media, their news media use, and their trust in news media, in relation 

to how they perceive their own abilities to understand and navigate in an oversaturated and 

pluralistic news media landscape. Through focus group interviews with 26 students from two 

upper secondary schools in the age span 17-20, as representatives of this specific Generation Z 

demographic, I probe into reasons for news consumption, news media trust, how news media 

in different ways can be used to connect to a public society, and what differentiates them from 

older generations, in relation to news media. In this thesis, I hope to discern motivations as to 

why and how news are valued and used among young individuals of Generation Z. 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

This project aims to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school students of 

Generation Z use and perceive news media, with focus on the relations between news media 

trust and news media use. To guide the study in this direction, the following research questions 

are used:  

 

RQ1 How do upper secondary school students of Generation Z in Sweden reason about 

news media use and news media trust, and what does the relationship between news 

media trust and news media use look like?  

 

RQ2 How do upper secondary school students of Generation Z reason about the societal 

function and importance of news media use and trust?  

 

RQ3 How do upper secondary school students of Generation Z reason about news 

media use and news media trust in relation to their own age and to other generations? 

 

 

RQ1 is used gain insight into the reasoning about how the students use news media, and what 

impact news media trust has on their news media use. RQ2 is used to explore the aspects of 

news media trust and news media use, in relation to their understanding of the societal role of 

news media. RQ3 focuses on the generational aspects of the respondents news media 

perception, and how understand their own news trust in news media, and news media use in 

relation to how they perceive older and younger generations 
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1.3 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is presented using the following structure: 

The introductory chapter, Introduction acts as brief first section, containing an introduction 

on news media trust, news media use, why Generation Z is of interest, and what is important to 

discuss and investigate further. In this chapter, under subheading 1.2 Aim and research 

questions, what is expected to be answered, and what the study hopes to achieve, is outlined. 

In chapter 2, Background, there is a contextual presentation of the role of news media in 

society and how it can be used to connect to the public world, as well as a brief section on the 

history and development of news media. This presentation is followed by a section presenting 

recent Swedish and international reports and surveys about news media trust. Lastly there is a 

section about news media trust in different generations. This chapter exists to provide the reader 

with an overview and a context to the topics of the study.  

The subsequent chapter 3, Previous research offers an overview of the current state of the 

research on media trust, and media use. It contains the essence of the findings from relevant 

studies, and provides an account on what has been studied, and what is still to be examined. 

This chapter also contains a summary section, 3.7, where the most important findings are 

outlined, and the research gap that this thesis strives to fill in is presented. Here, the motivations 

for the present study are outlined.  

In chapter 4, Theoretical framework, the theoretical outlook of the thesis is presented. The 

chapter provides a theoretical account of what constitutes trust, how the concept news media 

trust should be understood in the context of the present study. Furthermore, it contains a 

discussion and presentation of what the theoretical implications of media use could be, leading 

to the theory of Public connection. In addition to news media trust and news media use, there 

is an additional section dealing with the generational aspect, focusing on how to define and 

understand Generation Z, in relation to news media use and trust. These three theoretical 

approaches are applied in this thesis to interpret and understand the reasoning that the 

respondents exhibit during the focus group interviews.  

In chapter 5, Methods and data, there is an in-depth description of the research process, 

containing sampling selection, sample size, a description of the interview process, as well as 

details on how the analysis was constructed and conducted. In 5.5 Ethics, Relevant ethical 

considerations, such as secure handling of the interviewees personal information, secure storage 

of data, and anonymity are discussed. 
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Chapter 6, Results and analysis contains the main findings from the interviews as well as a 

theoretical analysis of the interview data. This chapter is structured thematically, based on the 

themes found during the coding and analysis of the interview transcriptions., Each theme 

contains a more descriptive introductory part, presenting the most significant findings, and 

using quotes from the respondents to exemplify important points. Thereafter follows a 

theoretically informed analysis of the meaning of the findings in the theme. The chapter ends 

with a summary of the main findings and understandings following the analysis. 

In the last chapter, 7. Discussion and conclusion, there is a theoretical discussion, in relation 

to previous research, on the implications and meaning of the findings. The chapter also contains 

a final section where the conclusions of the research are presented in relation to the aim of the 

research and the research questions. Following the concluding remarks, 7.3 Reflection on 

theoretical framework and Future research outlines the limitations of the study, and 

proposes what perspectives and angles would be relevant to conduct further studies on in future 

research projects. 
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2. Background 
This chapter provides a background on how news media consumption has changed throughout 

history, what the news media landscape look like in a contemporary context, and what impacts 

the changes to the media environment has had on news media use and news media trust in 

Sweden. It also outlines differences in news media trust and news media use among different 

demographics and generations in society. This section of the thesis serves to unpack and provide 

a contextual understanding of the complex and oversaturated media environment that young 

media users find themselves in.  

2.1 The role of news media  

We form our conception of the world, and of what is true in relation to our peers, as well as 

through the information and news media we consume. Having informed and educated citizens 

is of great importance in a democratic society, it fosters a critical and involved environment 

that puts pressure on the politicians in power to act in the interest of the people. News media 

itself plays a crucial role in checking the government’s power, and should uncover any 

irregularities or wrongdoings, and inform the people of such occurrences (cf. Nord & 

Strömbäck, 2015).  

 

2.1.1 Evolution of news media use 

With media outlets over time increasing in numbers, and media consumers getting more power 

over how they consume media, different understandings of the media audience have emerged 

to explain how the contemporary citizens consume information from mass media (cf. Jin, 2011). 

The media audience has with the increased availability of news outlets been seen as more active 

participants in the news media than previously. The media users have the possibility to actively 

choose what outlets to use, in order to inform themselves. This understanding of news media 

users saw the public as active consumers of the media, and active interpreters of the 

information, meaning that the messages were not set only by the producer, the encoder, but also 

interpreted by the decoder. This meant that the receivers of information also held some 

interpretative power over the messengers (ibid.). Moving forward, the media environment has 

continued to evolve in this pluralistic direction, and has become even more diverse. Other 

options have been introduced throughout the years in Sweden, such as Tv4 as an alternative to 

the public service outlet SVT, commercial radio as an alternative to Swedish Radio (cf. Sveriges 

Radio, 2022). The single greatest change however, came with the introduction of internet 
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(Lindgren, 2017, pp. 46-47). Through internet users got the option to selectively orient 

themselves in an almost infinitely large body of information, and since the early days of internet 

a lot has happened to news media, and how it is consumed. News outlets created news sites, 

and people were able to set up their own websites and blogs, and publish information 

themselves. The emergence of social media in the mid 2000s fueled and sped up this process, 

which is what led to the media climate we find ourselves in today. In just a few decades, the 

Swedish news media market grew from being a few, big, trusted sources, into a cacophony of 

news being fed to us through push notifications, and algorithmically curated social media feeds 

(ibid).  

 

2.1.2 Connecting with the public world through media 

News media acts as the public gateway to world occurrences, politics, current events and much 

more. Through news media, the citizens are able to stay informed and updated, and by extension 

also participate in the discourses and become active citizens. Without informed citizens, 

democracy would lack the important critical voices required to check the power, and will to 

make necessary improvements to society. Couldry et al. (2007) explains how the concept of 

public connection can be used to understand how media use impacts the civic engagement, 

either through a connection or a disconnection. In this understanding, news media use is 

understood as a practice, related to the motivations and actions connected to media use. The 

public connection is used to explore whether or not people have a shared understanding of the 

public world (Couldry et al. 2018. p. 1). The role of media in turn should be interpreted in 

relation to the part it plays in the individuals practices related to this shared understanding of a 

public world, and what consequences of the media use has on this public world (ibid).  

2.2. News media trust in Sweden 

Swedes generally display high levels of trust in public service media institutions, according to 

the recent report from the SOM-institute (Falk, 2022a, pp. 13, 15), 72 % surveyed people stated 

that they had moderate- to high - trust in Swedish Radio, and 76% stated that they had moderate- 

to high - trust in Swedish Television (SVT). Another report from Reuters institute suggest that 

50% of surveyed swedes claim to trust in the news media reporting, and 56% trust the news 

they use themselves (Westlund, in Reuters institute for the study of journalism, 2022, pp. 104-

105). Recent studies suggest that while the Swedish media landscape has transformed into a 

high choice media environment, politically interested swedes on both the left and right side of 
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the political spectrum still remain avid users of public service media, even if the overall use of 

public service media has decreased over the last decades (Dahlgren, 2019).  

    

2.2.1 Trust in different demographics 

The digital trend is ever increasing, very few still get their news from linear television, or 

physical newspapers. Older people in Sweden tend to consume news from traditional outlets 

digitally, and among younger swedes (school age, 8-19 years old), they use social media as 

their most important source of news information (Internetstiftelsen, 2021). The younger 

generations in Sweden in general display a different media consumption pattern than older 

generations, by using public service media, and traditional printed press to much lesser extent. 

Surveys also suggest that while the trust levels in the teen-to-younger adult age group (16-29 

years old), are relatively high compared to international surveys (cf. Fletcher & Park, 2017, p. 

1290 ff.), they still place lower trust in traditional media institutions than older surveyed age 

groups in Sweden. This difference is particularly evident regarding trust in the daily press 

(SOM, 2022a, p. 77). A recent report from the Swedish press and broadcasting authority 

indicate that the youngest surveyed age group (16-29), despite their internationally 

comparatively high levels of news media trust, are still the least active news consumers in 

Sweden, that tend to consume their news online and are more likely to choose a tabloid outlet 

(such as Aftonbladet, Expressen) over daily press (such as Dagens Nyheter, Svenska 

Dagbladet) (Andersson, 2022, p. 14). What further sets this age group apart from the others 

according the report, is the high percentage of people using social media as a source of news, 

rather than other traditional alternatives, such as printed press, radio, linear broadcasts or news 

sites (ibid. p. 15). Another report found that young swedes places high trust in established news 

media outlets, but despite this uses social media platforms as their main source of news and 

information (Statens medieråd, 2021, p. 26 ff.). 

Internationally trust among younger people appears to be in an even steeper decline than in 

Sweden, and a recent survey from Pew Research center (Liedke & Gottfried, 2022) found that 

U.S. citizens under 30 express similar levels of trust for information from social media as they 

do for national media. The declining levels of trust for traditional media, in combination with 

increased use of social media as a source of trusted information and news in the younger 

generations, marks a change in how people consume and evaluate news, and it appears to be a 

trend that transcends national borders.  

The younger individuals in these surveys are the people of the emerging Generation Z, that 

have been exposed to social media and internet from a very early age. The individuals are often 
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described as digital natives, used to navigate the internet and various social medias, and have 

been described socially aware, but at the same time disillusioned, having been brought up in 

the wake of global terrorism, after the 9/11 attacks, and economic recession after the financial 

crisis in mid-to-late 2000s – early 2010s (Andersen et al., 2020, p. 25.; Prensky, 2001).  
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3. Previous research 
Prior research on media trust has mainly been quantitative centered around analysis of survey 

data, investigating levels of news media trust in different settings and demographics. There 

have been a few qualitative studies into the consequences of news media trust and distrust, but 

not nearly to the same extent as the quantitative research on the topic. As Fawzi et al. (2021) 

state, research on the qualitative aspects of media trust remain an under researched area. In this 

chapter, relevant previous research on news media trust, news media use and Generation Z is 

outlined thematically, with a concluding section that positions this thesis in the body of 

research. 

3.1 News media trust, a complex and diverse topic 

There is a lot of existing research on media trust, and has been conducted in multiple disciplines. 

There are studies that investigate media trust in authoritarian regimes (Gou, 2022), and other 

studies that investigate trust and verification during the Covid-19 pandemic (Lee et al. 2022; 

Han et al. 2022). Other studies explore how trust in the media varies depending on topic (Tsfati 

et al. 2022). Shehata & Strömbäck (2022) investigate the role of media trust in the orientation 

toward alternative and mainstream media, and conclude that there is a correlation between 

media trust and use, and the individuals perceptions on societal topics. Similarly, 

Kalogeropoulos et al. (2019) found a correlation between the use of social media for news 

consumption, and perception of undue influence and levels of distrust, with similar findings 

across 35 different countries, suggesting individual, and socio-economic differences rather than 

strictly national ones.  

Trust in news media is a highly complex subject, that differs between different countries and 

topics, but the overall trend suggest that trust in traditional news medias is decreasing 

(Strömbäck et al., 2020). Conversely, Stiernstedt (2021) found that in Sweden, trust in 

traditional news media, and Swedish Radio in particular increased during the first months of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. However, media trust was unequally distributed across society, and 

political views acted as an important predictor (ibid. p. 248).  

Adding to the complexity of news media trust, a recent cross-international focus group study 

investigated news media trust and distrust in historically disadvantaged communities (Ross 

Arguedas et al., 2023). The report concluded that these communities have been journalistically 

mis- or underrepresented in the past, and that news media has a lot to prove to them. What could 

be achieved through better journalistic representation, more accurate, transparent and unbiased 
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reporting, and listening and engaging more in the communities they report on, in order to earn 

their trust. Also, in the eyes of the informants of the study, there were no significant difference 

between different outlets, meaning that the worst offenders of misrepresentation and low quality 

journalism also shape the image of more serious outlets, further signifying the complexity of 

news media trust, and highlighting the importance of having the news audience’s trust (ibid. 

pp. 45-47). 

3.2 Cynicism vs. skepticism 

Trust and media use is sometimes attributed to media literacy (cf. Melki, 2021, p. 8), and the 

ability to navigate through the information overflow online, and this is a current problem within 

education. There are however some who raises concerned voices that teaching media literacy 

may in some cases lead to overly cynical outlooks as well, and a general distrust towards every 

news outlet instead (cf. Boyd, 2017), suggesting there is a fine line between skepticism and 

cynicism. Media trust, and media cynicism/skepticism has also been the subject of other 

research as well, and findings suggest that encouraging a healthy skepticism towards news 

could help limit the often blind overly cynical outlook (Quiring et al., 2021). Investigating the 

relationship between media distrust and cynicism, Markov & Min (2022) find that there is an 

important distinction to make between distrust and cynicism, as cynics tend to suspect foul play 

or ulterior motives in the reporting, whereas those who generally distrust the news media are 

not necessarily as critical or suspicious. They conclude that there may be different motivations 

for being a cynical news consumer than for being distrustful of news, and that these concepts 

should be empirically separated (ibid.). Media cynicism is often connected to political 

populism, and people holding anti-elite populist political views (both right- and leftwing), who 

perceive the media as biased and untrustworthy, and who tend to display lower trust in 

traditional mainstream media news reporting (Fawzi, 2019; Dahlgren, 2018). Media distrust in 

general appears to be connected to anti-elite sentiments in society, and are more prominent 

when there is also a distrust in other democratic institutions (Hanitzsch et al., 2018).  

Apart from important factors such as varying political sympathies and perceptions, media 

skepticism and cynicism, trust and media use seem to vary significantly between different 

topics as well. News reporting on uncontroversial topics appear to positively affect the 

receiver’s levels of knowledge on the subject, whereas news reporting on more contested issues 

instead may have an opposite effect on certain individuals, potentially resulting in news 

avoidance (Damstra et al., 2023).  
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3.3 The dangers of a high choice news media environment 

The ever increasing high choice news media environment, and the complexity and motivations 

of trust in the media tend to push people towards alternative outlets instead of the traditional 

options. On this topic, trying to explain the complexities of trust and distrust in the media, 

Knudsen et al. (2022) use a qualitative design to analyze in depth responses about news media 

attitudes and trust in Norway, and find that people who perceive the media as biased (in any 

direction) are less satisfied with the state of the democracy, and therefore also report lower 

levels of trust in the news media. People who distrust mainstream media tend to turn towards 

social media, blogs, and other alternative news sources instead, and are more likely to 

participate in online news sharing, commenting and interactions (cf. Fletcher & Park, 2017). 

This effect of distrust in the state of democracy and the traditional news media, resulting in 

alternative sources of verification and news consumption opens up the individual for unreliable 

news reporting, as well as false information. Pasitselska (2022) investigates media trust in the 

context of the Ukraine war and dissemination of propaganda and misinformation, suggesting 

that verification of information (in this situation) occurs in social circle, in interaction with 

peers.  

3.4 News media trust and use in Generation Z 

Swart & Broersma (2022) investigates a completely different instance of media trust, but they 

share a similar conclusion to Pasitelska (2022). Their study in particular indicate that younger 

people, of Generation Z, (in the Netherlands) tend to consume news from certain news media 

outlets, even though they do not trust in their objectivity. Trust in the media outlets is often not 

the ultimate deciding factor, rather they (the informants in the study) sought confirmation from 

their peers, or believed themselves to be capable of evaluating the trustworthiness of the 

content, through informing themselves from several different outlets, many of which they 

believed to be biased (ibid).  

  Generational differences have been discussed quantitatively in Brosius et al. (2022), who 

concluded that while there were no evident differences in levels of media trust between the 

surveyed generations, the motivations for trust could differ between them, and that more 

specific research on the different generations was required to uncover such motivations. Perez-

Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban (2021a) also quantitatively investigated media trust and media use 

in Generation Z in a Spanish context, and found that there appeared be a disconnect between 

media trust and media use, suggesting that younger people tend to consume news from social 
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media instead of traditional outlets, despite trusting information social media to a much lesser 

extent. These findings appear to mirror the results from the Swedish survey mentioned in 

chapter 2 (cf. Statens medieråd, 2021, p. 26 ff.). Moreover, the surveyed people in the study 

by Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban appeared to be ill-equipped to combat fake news and 

misinformation, despite being aware of its existence, suggesting that there is a need for 

increased media literacy, with an emphasis on knowledge about fact-checking, in this 

demographic (2021a). In a different study, the same researchers also found that among people 

in Generation Z, while mostly aware of fake news and misinformation, only about 50% believed 

themselves to be able to distinguish it (Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban, 2021b). In the same 

study, they also found that there was a loss of trust in journalism and traditional media, 

challenging the societal function of journalism (ibid.). 

 Within journalism studies, news media and younger people have previously been the focus 

of many studies as well, even before the emergence of internet. Lately however, the focus has 

been on news on social media. For instance, Tamboer et al. (2022), conducted focus group 

interviews with early adolescents aged 12-16, and found that the children believed news to be 

important, that it was important to them that the news were reliable. The study also found that 

the children at the same time found news to be boring, and had little motivation to actively take 

part of news. The children in the study were too passive in their news media use to be considered 

news media literate, even if they were media literate to an extent. Vázquez-Herrero et al. (2022) 

instead focused on the adaptation of news media to match the younger media audiences, and 

found that news producers are adapting to the social media logic, in particular on TikTok, in 

order to reach the younger audiences with their messages.  

3.5 What are the societal implications of trust and distrust in the news media? 

The implications of trust and distrust in news media is a big and complex issue, and in this 

section only studies relevant to this project are presented, they only represent a small part of 

the entirety of reality.  

The perceived capability to evaluate credibility of a news story on social media could be 

problematic, as evident in Sterrett et al. (2019), who found that people are more likely to believe 

news they encounter through public and trusted individuals, regardless of the origin of the news 

story. Similarly, Melki et al. (2021) found that trusting in news from social media and 

interpersonal communication contributed to increased sharing and dissemination of false news 

articles on social media during the Covid-19 pandemic, suggesting that those trusting in news 

from social media are more susceptible to false information. However, on the topic of 
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evaluation of news, Rice & Taylor (2023) conducted an interviews study on 17 leaders of cross-

community organizations, where these leaders acted as representatives of the informed citizen, 

as they in their roles had much lived experiences of interacting with media, the political elite, 

as well as other communities. They found that these informed citizens were able to make sound 

and critical assessments, without being overly cynical or blindly trusting (ibid.). 

3.6 A public connection  

News media use is not only a passive pastime, it can also be an active way of staying informed 

and connected to issues and ongoing developments in the society. As briefly explained in 

chapter 2, as well as more in-depth later in chapter 4, Couldry et al. (2018) conceptualized the 

Public Connection as a way to understand the meaning of news media use in a shared 

understanding of a public world. In their initial study from 2007, Couldry et al. presented the 

idea that media use could be understood as a practice, i.e. what the media users are doing in 

relation to the media they use, rather than them being passive consumers. Through their analysis 

of weekly journal notes and recordings from 37 English adults, as well as individual interviews 

at the start and end of the project, they found both public connection through the media, as well 

as disconnection. Some of the subjects used media to connect to the public, while others actively 

chose to not stay updated on the news, and disconnect (Couldry et al. 2018, pp. 3-5). 

 This concept was further explored in another study by Couldry and Markham (2007) on 

public connection in relation to celebrity culture. In that study, they found that those most 

interested in news and stories about celebrities were also the least likely to engage in public 

discussions and debates on social networks, and were the least politically engaged among the 

surveyed people (ibid. pp. 16-17). 

 Anne Kaun (2012) investigated the concept of a public connection in her dissertation, and 

found both that media use leads public connection, as well as instance when it does not. The 

results were similar to those of Couldry et al. (2007), in that they showed both a public 

connection through critical media use and disconnections among the subjects, choosing to tune 

out (Kaun, 2012 pp. 161-163).  

3.7 Summary and contribution  

What the previous research on news media trust suggest is that the current state of media, the 

high-choice media environment, comes with certain problems and challenges. News media trust 

is complex, and is affected by several factors, such as political allegiance, opinion on the state 
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of democracy, socio-economic conditions, previous experiences, representation (or 

misrepresentation, cf. Ross Arguedas et al., 2023), and may lead to distrust or an outright 

cynical view on media. In this situation, people in general, and younger people in particular 

appear to seek confirmation and verification online and on social media, and believe themselves 

to be capable to either on their own, or in discussions with their peers, decipher what is true and 

to be trusted, and what is not. While research suggest that some people may be capable of 

making sound critical assessment, not everyone has the media literacy and experience to 

separate what is trustworthy from what is false or misleading, indicating a major problem with 

the current state of the high-choice media environment. The continuously emerging fake news 

and post-truth media landscape online has led to an increased skepticism towards democratic 

institutions and media outlets, which impacts the overall trust in information (Schwarzenegger, 

2020), and the information overflow on social media and lack of clear media hierarchy makes 

it difficult for younger people to process news and other information that they encounter online 

(Cotter & Thorson, 2022).  

Fawzi et al. (2021, pp. 165 ff.) emphasize the importance of investigating the consequences 

of trusting or distrusting the media in future research. As Jakobsson & Stiernstedt (2023) note 

in their article about media trust studies, the majority of previous projects have used quantitative 

approaches, and few have been able to give in-depth explanations as to why people trust certain 

media, and what motivates their news media use. Much like the what these studies argue, my 

literature overview suggests that there is a lack of in-depth understanding of the motivations to, 

and the consequences of media trust or distrust, and how it relates to news media use. Previous 

surveys also indicate that younger swedes tend to consume news media digitally and through 

social media to a larger extent than previous generations do (Internetstiftelsen, 2022; Statens 

medieråd, 2021) and that it is becoming increasingly difficult to sort through the media flow to 

find reliable and relevant news sources, and to know what to trust or use. This in turn may lead 

to either higher levels of distrust or media cynicism, or alternatively misplaced or unmotivated 

trust. While there have been a few studies qualitatively investigating media trust and media use 

among people of Generation Z (cf. Swart & Broersma, 2022), there have not been any 

significant studies in a Swedish context, which motivates moving forward in this direction 

through the present study.  

In this thesis, I qualitatively approach this under-researched area, the reasoning among 

younger adults regarding news media trust, and news media use. This is done by using in-depth 

focus group interviews with people from the younger adult demographic, upper secondary 

school students of Generation Z. Based on their accounts and discussions during the interviews, 
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this study explores the reasons for- and the consequences of their news media trust and news 

media use, and what role news media plays in their connection to the shared understanding of 

issues in the public world. As Cotter & Thorson (2022) found, the oversaturated media 

landscape is complicated for younger media users to navigate, and as Rice & Taylor (2023) 

reasoned, people need to be well informed and aware in order to make sound evaluations on 

the validity of online news stories. At the same time, Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban (2021a) 

found in their study that younger news audiences had difficulties identifying fake news on 

social media, and Swart & Broersma (2022) concluded that younger individuals tend to 

consume news from sources that they do not trust. By qualitatively investigating news media 

trust, and news media use among upper secondary school students in Generation Z, and 

focusing on the generational aspects of their media practices, this thesis can account for the 

respondents in-depth reasoning and explain their motivations for news media trust and news 

media use. By focusing on the qualitative motivations for trust and news media use, the study 

also diverges from the common quantitative research focus in news media trust studies (cf. 

Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2023). Much like Fawzi et al. (2021) advocates should be the focus 

of future research, the study also explores the consequences of news media trust or distrust. 

Furthermore, as this study is set in a specific Swedish context, it provides a unique insight into 

the reasoning about news media trust and use among teenagers in a society where the trust in 

traditional media is generally high in all age groups. It also examines motivations for news 

media use in relation to trust, in a society where younger media users tend to use social media 

instead of traditional news outlets (Statens Medieråd, 2021). The focus on news media trust, 

news media use and generational perception, in relation to the societal function of news, is 

imperative in order to understand the reasonings and motivations of the students in Generation 

Z.  

This project seeks to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school students of 

Generation Z use, trust and perceive news media, in a polarized and oversaturated media 

landscape, to understand how they can make sense of the news they encounter on the internet.  
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4. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical standpoint in this thesis consist of an amalgamation of three different 

perspectives, namely news media trust, news media use as a practice to form a public 

connection, and a conceptual understand of what sets Generation Z apart from other 

generations. In the following subchapters, these theoretical lenses are outlined and presented, 

and explained how they are used in the context of this study. The chapter ends with a section 

that explains how the theoretical framework is configured, and how the different theoretical 

aspects help understand the responses from the interviewees.  

4.1 The concept of trust 

As Giddens (1990, p. 29) notes, Oxford dictionary defines trust as “the confidence in or reliance 

on some quality or attribute of a person or a thing, or the truth of a statement”. Trust in itself is 

a complex and diverse topic, that may have different meanings in different context. For 

instance, institutional trust, a popular understanding of the trust mechanisms in a political 

context could potentially be used to understand motivations for news media trust (cf. Hudson, 

2006; Kalogeropoulos et al. 2019, p. 3674). In this hypothetical scenario, journalism and 

traditional established news media outlets in Sweden would be interpreted as a democratic 

institutions on which trust is placed. In this case, the performance of this institution would be 

what leads to trust among the citizens (ibid. p. 59). However as trust in its nature may be 

dependent on multiple factors outside of institutional performance, the institutional perspective 

is most likely not the most appropriate way of explaining the origins of news media trust 

specifically for the purposes of this study. Instead, arriving at a more general understanding of 

the components of trust would be a more useful approach to understand what motivates news 

media trust. Trust may have several different explanations in different contexts. As Swedish 

historian, Lars Trägårdh and his co-authors discuss, general trust in democratic institutions, 

government, authorities and media, has inherited historical explanations dating back several 

centuries (Trägårdh et al., 2013). This signals that there may be multiple different explanations 

for different kinds of trust, and that different societal contexts may require different models to 

provide an understanding. Maybe trust in Sweden is due to a combination of performance of 

the media institutions and an inherited, historical trust in the government, that rubs off on the 

traditional news media outlets as well? This further highlights the importance of not singling in 

on a specific definition and understanding of a specific kind of trust, but rather looking towards 

a more general understanding of the components of trust. 
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Trust as a societal concept has been discussed extensively in the literature, Anthony Giddens 

(1990, p. 26 ff.), citing Georg Simmel, says that trust exist when we believe in someone or 

something, and that it is a form of faith that we put into something. In his discussion on trust, 

Giddens comments on Niklas Luhmann’s understanding of trust as something specifically 

related to risk (p. 30), unlike confidence which he instead implies has more of a “…taken-for-

granted attitude that familiar things will remain stable” (p. 31). While essentially agreeing on 

the distinction between confidence and trust, Giddens instead mean that it is not risk, but rather 

contingency that signifies trust (p. 33). He further expands upon trust as a concepts and outlines 

some key aspects of what trust entails: that “Trust is related to absence in time and space.” (p. 

33), that trust is bound up with contingency, and “…trust is precisely the link between faith and 

confidence…”. Giddens defines trust as: “… confidence in the reliability of a person or system, 

regarding a given set of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in the 

probity or love of another, or in the correctness of abstract principles (technical knowledge).” 

(ibid. p. 34). 

Trust has been described as a prerequisite for a democratic society to exist and function (cf. 

Luhmann, 1979/2017), as the democratic system requires its citizens to put faith in societal 

functions to work (cf. Stiernstedt, 2021, p. 235). Trust can be said to exist in the relation 

between a trustor and a trustee, i.e. the actor placing trust and the actor being trusted (Knudsen 

et al. 2021). Giddens’s definition implies that trust requires an element of dependency from the 

trustee, as well as a confidently faith put in the trustor to act as expected in a given situation, 

despite it being impossible to know with absolute certainty that it will be the case. Giddens’s 

definition also implies that trust contains confidence in the trustors reliability as an actor in the 

given context. He for example talks about expert systems as actors or institutions in society, 

where such confidence is established (1990, p. 27). According to Giddens, we need to trust in 

such expert systems in order to divide tasks and responsibilities in society (ibid. p. 83 ff.). In 

modern society, we are reliant on professionals with expert knowledge for society to function, 

such as healthcare, the justice system and the political party systems (cf. Giddens, 1990, p. 27-

29). In the case of news media trust, the relationship between the professional news media outlet 

and the audience can be understood as such a relationship between an expert system and a 

layperson. 

While it is evident in the discussions above that it is complicated to arrive at one specific 

understanding on what trust actually is, Giddens’s discussion and explanation on the 

components of trust acts a guide for how I as the researcher can understand and interpret trust 

in the context of this thesis. 
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4.2 Understanding news media trust  

4.2.1 Defining “news”?  

The concept of “news” is not necessarily as easily understood as it may seem. Different people 

may have different definitions of what news entail, and previous research has distinguished 

between “hard news” and “soft news”. For instance, Reinemann et al. (2012) suggested a model 

of three dimensions to define soft and hard news, using the following assessment criteria. 

 

 Against this backdrop we propose to distinguish harder and softer news based on three 

dimensions: (1) The subject matter covered (topic dimension), (2) the specific  aspects of 

events or topics emphasized (focus dimension), and (3) the way events or top-ics  are visually 

and verbally presented (style dimension). (Reinemann et al., p. 232) 

 

Using these dimensions, it is possible distinguish between what constitutes “hard” and “soft” 

news, which could be of great importance when trying to understand the impact of specific 

kinds of news reports.  

 However, in the context of this thesis, strictly distinguishing between different types of news 

is less important. This study focus more on the practices related to what the respondents 

understand as news media, rather than their specific opinions on either “hard” or soft “news”. 

For this reason, “news” are defined broadly, and could refer to both urgent world news reporting 

and more casual entertainment commentary. The wider understanding of what constitutes news 

was used during the interviews in order to not discourage the respondents from sharing their 

news media practices. This conceptual understanding of news as a broad concept was also used 

in order to not invalidate the respondents responses, if their view on what constitutes news 

media does not fit the description of a narrow, specific definition. Instead, using an open 

understanding of “news” allows the respondents to reflect upon, and discuss what they perceive 

to be news, and why, which could lead to interesting insights into their reasoning about their 

news media use and news media trust.  

 

4.2.2 News media trust  

So, how has trust been understood and defined other studies about news media trust? Previous 

research on news media trust have employed various theoretical lenses to their research to 

investigate why people trust or distrust news media, such as Swart & Broersma (2022), who 

used a grounded theory as a mean to achieve understanding on their respondent’s trust (cf. 
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Charmaz, 2006). Another alternative to achieve an understanding of news media trust would be 

to follow in the footsteps of Strömbäck et al. (2020), who presented a theoretical framework of 

their own to specifically study media trust from a quantitative perspective. Kalogeropoulos et 

al. (2019) stated in their literature review that the positive democratic effect of news media was 

reliant on trust (p. 3674). Those who trusted news media less were also less inclined to take 

new information into account, and to reevaluate their political standpoints. Instead they tend to 

vote in line with their political predispositions.  

Explaining how to understand news media trust, Stiernstedt explains in his paper that  

 

When it comes to news media trust, citizens cannot have perfect knowledge about the 

credibility of every news item or of every bit of information that they receive through the 

media. Instead, some form of trust must bridge the lack of such knowledge. (2021, p. 235). 

 

Taking this discussion into account, what sets news media trust apart from other forms of trust 

is the element of uncertainty in that the news are credible, and that the reporters are truthful in 

their reporting. The relationship between the news media and the news media user requires a 

leap of faith for the user to trust in the news, as there is no way of confidently know that what 

the news are saying is actually completely true. Without this leap of faith, it would not be a 

question about trust either, as that would imply either distrust or that user already knows what 

is true or not. The key appears to be somewhere in Giddens (1990) understanding of trust, in 

the confidence that the news provider is reporting honestly and correctly, despite not having 

any way of objectively knowing that to be true.  

 But how do we understand the motivations for news media trust? Markov & Min (2022) also 

discuss how to understand news media trust, and account for definitions of trust similar to what 

Stiernstedt and Giddens present. They end up arguing that while news media trust is commonly 

conceptually understood as a continuum comprised of both trust and distrust towards media, it 

is not necessary to explicitly define news media trust (ibid.).  

As is indicated by the different studies on media trust mentioned above, the scholarly 

understanding of trust may bear some similarities, but there is no universal specific 

understanding of how to define and investigate news media trust. This is also what Fawzi et al. 

(2021, pp. 165-166) note in their literature review on media trust studies, that there is a lack of 

theoretical cohesion and common definitions of what “media trust” constitutes, resulting in 

different understandings of what media trust is actually comprised of. 
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So how is news media trust theoretically understood in the context of this thesis? This project 

investigates news media trust and news media use, and focuses on the motivations and the 

respondent’s reasoning about news media use and trust, among upper secondary school students 

in Generation Z. The complexity of trust notwithstanding, in context of this study, the 

theoretical framework draws from the body of previous research on news media trust, and uses 

Giddens discussion on the role expert systems in society, and definition of trust, as an 

inspiration for conceptual understanding of trust. Just as Markov & Min (2022) write in their 

paper however, there is no need to arrive at an exact definition of news media trust. Instead, the 

implications of news media trust is investigated and discussed throughout the thesis, in relation 

to a broader discussion on trust. 

4.3 Public Connection 

In addition to investigating younger Swedes trust in the news media, this project also strives to 

understand news media use in this generation, and why the respondents choose to consume 

news in the manner they do, and how this relates to their trust in news media. There are several 

ways to understand and approach news media use, and as the historical account in chapter 2 

shows, it is an continually evolving phenomenon.  

So what does news media use actually look like and how does it work a modern context? 

How does the user encounter and understand the news, and what roles does the news media 

play in their lives? Nick Couldry discussed how the modern audience approach news, and 

proposed a new media research paradigm, based on the understanding of media as practice, 

rather than text or structure of production (Couldry, 2004). He explains how media use goes 

beyond pure consumption or simple audiences, and emphasizes the practice aspect of media 

use, exemplifying how the practice of watching the news can be a distinct practice for some (p. 

126), and that the way the practice works, and the motivations for the specific practice may be 

of great interest to the researcher (ibid.).  

Couldry and his colleagues (e.g. Couldry et al., 2007) built upon media use as practice in 

study on Public Connection, and in a re-visit on the study (Couldry et al., 2018). The practice 

aspect is used to explain how the media is used, and “…what people are doing in relation to 

media in the contexts in which they act’” (p. 1). The project sought to investigate media 

practices among people, that related to news and information outside of what was of private 

interest to them. The focus was instead on whether people have a shared “…orientation to the 

public world…” (ibid. p.1), and if that is, what role does media play in the mediation of said 

orientation, and third, what consequences does media’s role in the mediation have on the society 



 22 

and democracy (ibid.). In their study from 2007, they found two types of connectors among 

their research subjects, stating that: “…we distinguished between ‘media world connectors’ – 

those whose public orientation is driven principally by their practice as media consumers, and, 

contrastingly, ‘public world connectors’ – those whose public orientation is driven principally 

by their sense of themselves as agents in a public world” (Couldry et al., 2018, p. 3) 

In their study, they also identified disconnection, when people through their media practices 

for different reasons, (such as oversaturation) actively choose to not pursue a public connection 

and to stay informed (ibid.).  

 Trust could potentially play an integral role in public connection, as this connection can 

occur both through trust in the news media a person is using to inform themselves, or through 

the activity associated with distrust in the news media. Trust, or lack thereof may also be what 

leads an individual to either connect or disconnect from the Public World (cf. Couldry et al. 

2018, p. 3). Hypothetically, trust could lead to an increased use of certain sources of news 

media, and make people more interested in following news to a greater extent, and through this 

increased use also become more engaged in the public discourses. Distrust could in turn 

potentially lead to a decreased civic engagement, as sorting through and evaluating unreliable 

sources of information could be both time consuming and complicated, and make people feel 

that there is no real point to bother with the news. The opposite could also be true. Trust could 

lead to people being less civically engaged if they never question what is reported. Distrust 

could also potentially lead to an increased public engagement as well, if the distrust makes 

people to seek confirmation elsewhere. This could lead to them informing themselves through 

several different news outlets, providing more diverse accounts on the subject, and thus 

potentially making them even more active participants in the public discourses than they would 

have been otherwise. In the context of this study however, no preconceived assumptions of the 

connection between trust and public connection through media use are made, and this 

relationship is explored through the interviews. 

 Drawing from Couldry et al. (2018), this thesis uses their understanding of media practices, 

as well as public connection and democratic engagement through media, to explain the practices 

and motivations for news media use in the respondents of the study. As many people of 

Generation Z use social media as their main source of any media, and news media in particular 

(cf. Statens medieråd 2021), understanding their motivations for and reasoning about news 

media use in this context is of great interest. Through the concept of public connection, the 

civic engagement through social media can be explored, as well as the shared public connection, 

or disconnection, that may be present among them. Furthermore, using public connection as a 
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part of the framework allows for investigations into the potential role of the medium in the 

respondent’s public connection, as well as the democratic and societal consequences of said 

mediated role on the students that were interviewed in the project. 

4.4 Generation Z 

There are several different suggestions of what to call the generation commonly referred to as 

Generation Z, such as Digital Natives or Net Generation. While the other names may imply 

what sets these individuals apart from previous generations, and could potentially be better 

suited designation, I will for the sake of coherence refer to said generation as Generation Z 

throughout the thesis.  

The purpose of this study is to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school 

students of Generation Z use and perceive news media, with focus on the relations between 

news media trust and news media use. As previous research and both national and international 

surveys suggest, people of Generation Z use social media to a much larger extent than older 

generations (Internetstiftelsen, 2022). Instead of turning towards the primary sources of news, 

such as news sites, newspapers and broadcasts, people of Generation Z instead use social media 

as an information hub, and as main source of news (Statens Medieråd, 2021). But how are we 

to understand what defines this generation?  

 Prensky (2001a) explored how the emergence of the digital realm could mould the new 

generations, by becoming incorporated in their lives at an early age. The people of Generation 

Z, born between 1997 and early 2010s, are the first to be fully immersed in this digital reality. 

The upper secondary school students interviewed in this project (born between 2003 and 2005) 

sits in the middle of this generational spectrum. They were born into a world where personal 

computers, laptops, internet connected mobile phones and high-speed broadband connection 

was present in all of society, and where Facebook, YouTube and Twitter emerged in their first 

years alive. Prensky suggested the digital native concept, as well as digital immigrants as early 

as 2001, to highlight the impact the advent of internet and ICTs has on the world (2001a). While 

the youths referred to as digital natives in 2001 would have been Millennials, born in the 1980s 

and early 1990s, the concept acts as an even more appropriate description of the people of 

Generation Z, who were actually born after internet was created. The individuals interviewed 

in this study were all born just a few years before the first smartphones, and around the time of 

the creation of the first major social media platforms, meaning that handheld household access 

to internet and social media has been a part of their lives almost since birth. 
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So what does being a digital native, catapulted into a constantly connected world, mean? 

Prensky explains how the creation of the digital realm has led to a significant increase in sensory 

stimuli, due to the massive impressions experienced online and through various ICTs. He notes 

that studies on younger people indicate that they are used to multitasking and experience things 

in short bursts, rather than patiently focusing on one thing at the time. The effect of these stimuli 

has been that the digital natives tend to get bored easily, and often have short attention spans 

(Prensky, 2001b, p. 4).  

Prensky’s conceptualization of the younger generation acts as reasonable understanding of 

what it is like to grow up in digitally infused and integrated reality, but he is not alone in doing 

so. Others have expanded upon how Generation Z in particular interact with the media, with 

one notable researcher being Göran Bolin (2017). Bolin builds upon the generation theory 

constructed by early theorist Karl Mannheim (1928/1952), who based his understanding of what 

constitutes a generation not only on age as a factor, but also on the “common generational 

experiences of people who were born at about the same time and shared similar experiences of 

the historical process during their formative years of youth.” (Bolin, 2017, p. 8). Bolin expands 

upon Mannheim’s definition of trust, and formulates his own understanding of different media 

generations as something reliant on more than one specific cohort (Bolin, 2017, p. 65). In a 

focus group study on intergenerational differences in both Sweden and Estonia, he found that 

there both are clear intergenerational and intragenerational experiences that shapes the 

generational understanding. He further concluded that there is an element of both a temporal 

locality, and a spatial locality, during both childhood- and formative youth years, that impact 

the generational constitutions (ibid., pp. 95-96). These differences in both time and space 

influence the experiences that shape the formation of generation, meaning that a person born at 

a specific time in Sweden, may in fact be part of a completely different media generation than 

a person born at the same time in a different part of the world. While there may be several 

similarities between individuals born at a specific time, Bolin’s understanding of media 

generations offers a more nuanced and less reductive way of understanding generations than 

simply saying that people born in the early 2000s have to be in a specific way due to the 

temporal locality. 

 These description of Generation Z as digital natives, born into a connected and plurally 

mediated reality is used in this study to help give an understanding on how the respondents 

interpret themselves in relation to other generations. It also informs the understanding of some 

of the characteristic attitudes and news media use patterns explored throughout this project. 

However, as Bolin (2017) emphasizes, understanding what characterizes a generation is more 
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complex than simply placing people in age groups. Shared cultural, historical and societal 

understandings is also part what defines a generations. In order to account for the nuances and 

complexity of the conceptualization of generations, the generational descriptions mentioned in 

the previous sections acts more as a theoretical guides of how the young Generation Z may 

perceive their role in relation to society, and how they reason about news media trust and news 

media use, rather than definite understandings of how people of this generation are.  

4.5 Theoretical framework, in the context of this thesis 

As surveys have shown (cf. Internetstiftelsen, 2022; Falk, 2022a), young Swedes of Generation 

Z use news media differently than other generations do. The younger generations tend to use 

social media platforms as their primary source of information, obtaining information passively, 

rather than actively seeking out news and information. At the same time previous research from 

other European countries indicate that the trust people of Generation Z puts in these social 

media outlets is lower than their trust for traditional news media outlets (Pérez-Escoda & 

Pedrero Esteban, 2021b). The same appears to be true in a Swedish context as well, where 

younger Swedes places relatively high levels of trust in established news media outlets, but still 

uses more distrusted social media platforms as a mean to obtain news and information (Statens 

medieråd, 2021). There is also a potentially important relation between news media trust and 

news media use, as Couldry et al. (2018) emphasize, meaning that either high levels, or low 

levels of trust could impact the public connections that are made through individuals media 

practices (cf. also Kalogeropoulos et al. 2019, p. 3674).  

Drawing from the sections above, the theoretical outlook used in this study is based on an 

understanding of news media trust as a complex phenomenon, with various factors that could 

be impacting it, such as institutional performance of the trustor, “inherited” historical values 

and opinions (among other things). Giddens (1990) definition of trust, and understanding of 

expert systems as an integral part of modern society, acts as a theoretical understanding for 

what constitutes trust. The emphasis on the confidence in an actor’s reliability in the face of an 

unknown outcome informs the discussion of trust in this context. However, following the 

common understanding of news media trust in news media trust, no explicit definition of news 

media trust specifically, is used in this study (Markov & Min 2022; Fawzi et al., 2021, pp. 165-

166) 

To investigate news media trust and news media use among Generation Z upper secondary 

school students in Sweden, this study uses a combination of a conceptual understanding of what 

trust entails, as well as the concept of public connection, which includes media as practice, as 
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presented in Couldry et al. (2018) as primary theoretical lenses. Finally, in order to understand 

the respondent’s media use choices and perceptions in the context of upper secondary school 

students, the concept of Digital Natives, as conceptualized by Prensky (2001a; 2001b), as well 

as Göran Bolin’s understanding of media generations, are used. Using these theoretical lenses 

in combination, approaching the interview data from these angles allows for an understanding 

of how and why students of Generation Z, use, trust and perceive news media in the way that 

they do.  
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5. Methodology, methods and scope of the empirical data 
This study aims to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school students of 

Generation Z use and perceive news media, with focus on the relations between news media 

trust and news media use. In order to achieve this objective, the in-depth motivations for news 

media trust and news media in their generation have to be investigated. Young Swedes tend to 

use news media differently than older people, as found in survey data from Internetstiftelsen 

(2022) and the SOM-institute (Falk, 2022a). The younger news audience often use social media 

as their primary source of news, instead of using traditional outlets as many of the older citizens 

still tend to do. Surveys also indicate that trust in the traditional media remain high among the 

younger Swedish generations, despite the decreasing use of these outlets in this age group 

(Statens Medieråd, 2021). While these surveys indicate that there are generational differences 

in news media use, a frequent use of specific media, and certain levels of expressed trust in 

certain news media outlets, they cannot explain the implications and consequences of these 

findings. Instead, an in-depth approach is required to explain how and why students of 

Generation Z use and trust in news media, and in order to do this, in-depth focus group 

interviews with 26 students from two upper secondary schools in Sweden are used in the present 

study. 

 In this chapter research process is outlined in detail. The first section 5.1 consists of a brief 

description of the research traditions and methodological standpoints present in the study. This 

is followed by 5.2, which outlines the research design and process. In 5.3 there is short section 

about the scope and delimitations of the study. The limitations of the study, as well as the 

validity and reliability of the research are discussed in 5.4. Lastly, in 5.5, the ethical 

considerations are presented.   

5.1 Research tradition and methodological standpoint 

Ontology refers to the perception of what constitutes both the physical and metaphysical reality. 

The ontological outlook is in this context constructivist. The individual understanding of reality 

is based on the experiences and interactions the individual makes, the media systems, news 

media, and the definitions of trust are socially constructed, and there is no omnipresent definite 

version of reality (cf. Sohlberg & Sohlberg, 2019, p. 54). Likewise, the epistemological 

approach in this thesis is based on an constructivist understanding of knowledge as something 

obtained through experience and interactions (ibid. pp. 74-75), and the results in this study 
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provides an account of how it may look like. We construct meaning and understanding, rather 

than them being naturally occurring or innate. 

Throughout the thesis, I have an inductive approach towards the empirical data, and a 

constructivist understanding of knowledge and reality is used to provide a contextual account 

of how the reality of what news media trust and news media use can look like in a Swedish 

upper secondary school context. This inductive understanding of knowledge strives to provide 

an exploration of the meanings and reasonings about news media trust and news media use in 

Generation Z, rather than striving to provide any definite findings on what news media trust 

and news media use looks like. Through the inductive approach towards the empirical data, I 

seek to understand how the respondent’s perceive the news media, trust and how they make 

sense of the reality they exist within.  

5.2 Research design 

5.2.1 Focus groups  

The method used in this thesis to collect data was in-depth qualitative focus group interviews 

(cf. Eriksson-Zetterquist & Ahrne 2015, p. 37; Dahlin-Ivanoff, p. 81; Bryman, 2018, p. 260). 

Qualitative, in-depth responses were necessary in order to understand the reasoning regarding 

news consumption and news media trust among the respondents, as this gave them the 

opportunity to elaborate on their thoughts and ideas. Focus groups acts a fruitful method to get 

an understanding of interpersonal reasoning about news media and trust, and allows for 

additional discussions about reasons and motivations for news media use and trust, outside of 

just answering interview questions (cf. Bryman, p. 606-608). The semi-structured aspect allows 

the researcher to adapt the questions during the interview if something interesting comes up, or 

if there is a need for clarifications about something. Using focus group interviews allows the 

respondents to discuss the questions among themselves, which highlights their own reasoning, 

both as individuals, but also as a group of people of Generation Z. As this project aims to explain 

how and why Swedish students of Generation Z use, trust and perceive news media, the 

discussions and accounts about interpersonal experiences and discussions that focus groups 

allow for make the method highly relevant. The focus group setting makes it possible for the 

respondents to discuss the topics, and for me as a researcher to probe into their responses, and 

ask the others for their views (cf. Dahlin-Ivanoff, 2015, p. 81 ff.). In comparison, in-depth 

personal interviews would have generated similar responses, but would only have been able to 

account for the individual aspects of news media use and trust in Generation Z, and not the 

discussions and reasonings in a group of students (ibid., p. 90). Furthermore, focus groups 
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allows for a large sample, and acts as a suitable method to explore the reasoning and motivations 

about news media use and news media trust among upper secondary school students. Through 

the focus group discussions, the respondents are able to reflect upon, and discuss topics and 

ideas that they may previously never have thought about (ibid. p. 84).  

 Through the focus group interviews, it was possible to investigate the relationship between 

news media use, news media trust and their generational perception, in relation to the societal 

function of news media. The format allowed for in-depth discussions and accounts of their 

understandings and reasonings about news media.  

 

5.2.2 Data collection, Sample and sample size 

The interviews were conducted with young Swedes of Generation Z, (generally defined as 

people born in the late 1990s-to the early 2010s). While there have not been any definite range 

of years established, as several other factors then year of birth define this generation, Pew 

Research center has set 1997 as the starting point (Dimmock, 2019). This exact definition may 

not be omnipresent, but as there is no apparent consensus, I used this generational demarcation. 

As the focus in this study is on students in upper secondary schools, individuals interviewed in 

this study were born between 2003 and 2005, (some were 20 years old, as some of the 

interviewees were graduating a year later than their peers). No respondents were born before 

2005 since I chose to omit the youngest students in the respective schools for ethical reasons, 

due to their younger age.   

 In this project, young swedes of Generation Z, both men and women in upper secondary 

school, from university preparatory programs (högskoleförberedande gymnasieprogram) in two 

different schools, were interviewed. In part, this study acts as a case study on media trust and 

media use in Swedish upper secondary school setting, with the interviewees being primarily 

last and second year social science program students taking courses in communications, media 

and thesis The students from both these schools are attending university preparatory programs, 

and are taking the same type of courses, and can be expected to be familiar with concepts such 

as propaganda, misinformation and disinformation mainly due to the inclusion of fact-checking 

in the syllabus (Skolverket, 2022a), but also since it is a central part of compulsory school 

teaching (Skolverket, 2022b). Due to the respondent’s educational background, these students 

should be aware of the risks of fake news, disinformation, misinformation and propaganda, and 

could act as individuals who provide an insight into how news consumption and news media 

trust is viewed among the next generation of University students.  
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While only a small sample of students in Sweden are interviewed for the project, the results 

are theoretically generalizable, and the results from the interviews act as an insight into how 

upper secondary school students attending university preparatory programs, of different 

backgrounds reason and discuss their news media trust and news media use. Doing interviews 

on two different schools also allowed for a potentially comparative aspect as well, to see if there 

were significant intra-generational differences among the students as well, based on different 

spatial localities (cf. Bolin, 2017, p. 96). The comparative aspect was however not the main 

focus, and is only touched upon very briefly in the study, as a possible direction for further 

research.  

The two schools were historically very different, with school 1 being a private school, with 

a history of motivated and high-achieving students, and school 2 being a public school with 

many students historically struggling to get passing grades. As the focus of this study was not 

to investigate demographic aspects, but rather generational, I did inquire about their socio-

economic and cultural background, and am thereby not able to state anything about their 

backgrounds, other than what was explicitly expressed during the interviews. There is also not 

sufficient information about the performances of the respective classes to say anything about 

the motivations of the individual respondents. It could very well be that the most ambitious 

students from school 2, and the least ambitious individuals from school 1 chose to take part in 

the focus groups.  

There were however some apparent differences between the students of the two schools. In 

school 1 the different classes, from which the focus groups were composed, were mostly quite 

homogenous. Generally, the respondents from this school were engaged in the discussions, and 

gladly participated in the groups. They were predominantly white, native Swedish speaking 

individuals of different genders. There were a few individuals with foreign background as well, 

but they were in a minority in the focus groups from school 1. In school 2, the groups were 

much more heterogenous, with a majority of the respondents describing themselves as coming 

from different foreign and cultural backgrounds. There were fewer students from this school 

who volunteered to be a part of the focus groups. Two respondents had recently immigrated to 

Sweden, and one of the respondents was blind. While the respondents from school 2 were also 

equally interested in partaking in the discussions, some of them struggled a bit with the 

language, which in turn made them a bit more hesitant to speak. However, despite the 

demographic differences between the students of the different schools, the discussions and 

levels of engagement within all of the focus groups were very similar. 
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The sample size was not pre-determined, and the interviews continued until theoretical 

saturation was achieved, and it was possible to discern clear tendencies and to predict the 

results, and the answers repeated themselves, based on earlier interviews (cf. Bryman, 2018, p. 

607). Research suggest that having large focus groups could hamper the discussions, and make 

it complicated to discern who says what in the recordings, and each focus group therefore 

consisted of 3-6 people (ibid. 609).  

 

5.2.2 Operationalization 

The interviews were conducted on site in two schools in central Sweden, one in Södermanlands 

län, and one in Stockholms län. A purposeful stratified sampling method was used to select 

relevant respondents through specific classes in the schools, and a snowball sampling was 

employed within these boundaries, based on the interest in the project among the students (cf. 

Gentles et al., 2015, pp. 1778-1779). In order to gain access to the two schools, I contacted the 

principal of school 1, and a teacher in social sciences in school 2, (both of whom I have had 

previous contact with), and asked for permission to come to the schools and present my project, 

and ask the students if they wanted to be a part of it. Both contacts from school 1 and 2 were 

very positive towards my project, as it tied in well to their student’s courses in communications 

and media, and I was granted permission to visit. The study was comprised of five visits to the 

schools, three visits to school 1, and two visits to school 2. The interviewees were volunteers 

from both schools, some of whom announced their interest prior to my visits after being 

informed about the project by their teachers, and some who chose to partake in the interviews 

after listening to my presentation of the project. In total, six focus group interviews were 

conducted with 26 students. The group sizes ranged from 3-6 students per group, and the 

interviews lasted between 36 and 54 minutes, with the majority of them being around 45 

minutes. 

 The interviews were all conducted in person, in connection to the presentation of the project 

for the respective classes. After the presentations, I was assigned a group room where I was 

able to hold the interviews with the volunteers from the classes that I presented for. At the 

beginning of each interview, the respondents were first asked to introduce themselves briefly, 

telling how old they were, and what program they are attending, in order to create casual 

atmosphere. This was followed by more descriptive questions, were they were asked to outline 

what news media they come into contact with on a daily basis, and how. In order to ensure that 

they all would have something to say, I chose to explain that “news” in this context was to be 

understood broadly, and could be any source of news information, from a news article in DN, 
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to a video on TikTok. Following the initial questions about media use, I moved on to focus the 

discussion to quality of news media, and news media trust. The respondents were asked to 

describe and explain the reasons for their trust or distrust in different news media. In this 

discussion, I also asked about their view on traditional media in relation to their own news 

media use and trust, and if their trust varied depending on the subject matter. and how their trust 

in a certain news outlet impacted their news media use. Lastly, the respondents discussed their 

trust in news media in relation to their news media use. These questions and discussions about 

their news media trust and news media use were required in order to answer the research 

questions, and to fulfill the aim of the study. The emphasis in all of the questions was on the 

how and why, in order for the respondents to actually reflect on their news media trust and use, 

and what role it plays in their lives. As the research objective was to explain how and why the 

students use and trust news media, and trust, getting their in-depth accounts and reflections was 

necessary. The interview guide acted mainly as a structure for the discussion to follow, but 

many other interesting aspects and perspectives emerged from the discussions, such as 

knowledge on strategies for fact checking, and their generation’s ability to understand social 

media, and led to further explorations into their reasoning. 

 Most of the interviewees were eager to share their opinions and explain their practices on 

both news media use and news media trust. There were however some situations were some 

respondents were more hesitant or quiet, which prompted me to ask them directly for their 

opinions on the matters discussed, and in most cases, this made them more active in the 

discussions. Naturally, there were some individuals in the respective focus groups who were 

more vocal and active, and others who were more quiet, but overall the respondents were 

engaged in the discussions, and everyone contributed in the discussions to some extent. 

 

5.2.3 Method of analysis 

In order to approach the empirical data collected from the focus group interviews, a thematic 

analysis was used (cf. Bryman, 2018, p .702-709). During the interview process, I recorded the 

audio from the focus group interviews, after receiving the respondent’s consent. These 

recordings were then securely stored, and were not shared with anyone outside of the project in 

order to preserve the anonymity of the interviewees. After transcription, the recordings were 

deleted. The recordings were transcribed thoroughly, and coded based on the responses.  The 

units of analysis that were used in the coding process, were not mainly the focus groups 

themselves, nor the individual responses, but rather the discussions and reasonings present 

within the different focus groups (cf. Dahlin-Ivanoff, 2015, p. 90). The transcriptions were 
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carefully revisited multiple times in order to construct appropriate codes to decipher the 

meaning of interviewee’s responses. The codes were based on the interview questions, and 

strived to correspond with the aim and research questions in the study (Bryman, 2018, p. 698). 

Following the coding process, the codes were sorted into different themes. These themes were 

constructed based on the theoretical framework, the research questions and the interview 

responses. A total of five themes were identified, and the findings are presented in are in relation 

to these themes in chapter 6. The quotes from individual respondents used in the analysis acts 

as illustrations of the discussions and reasonings in the focus groups, to exemplify what was 

debated during the interviews, as well as to highlight relevant and specific opinions and 

understandings, that diverge from these discussions. 

 The interviewees were anonymized, and were each assigned an anonymous epithet, based 

on which focus group they were a part of. The interviewees of the different groups were called 

Respondent (R) and a number (X). To clarify who were part of which group, I disclose this 

information in the following section:  

 

School 1 – Södermanlands län 

Focus group 1: R1 – 4  

Focus group 2: R5 – 8 

Focus group 3: R9 – 13 

Focus group 4: R14 – 19  

School 2 – Stockholms län 

Focus group 5: R20 – 23  

Focus group 6: R24 – 26  

 

Throughout the analysis, the interviewees are referred to as R1-R26, who were part of focus 

group 1-6 from School 1 and 2.  

5.3 Scope and delimitations 

This study focuses solely on Swedish students. Furthermore, only individuals of Generation Z, 

aged 17-20 from two upper secondary schools in central Sweden were interviewed. All of the 

respondents were taking university preparatory programs in their respective schools. Students 

attending practical upper secondary schools, or those who do not attend any upper secondary 

school at all, are not studied in the thesis. Socio-economic factors and differences are not 

investigated extensively in this thesis either, as the respondents were selected mainly on the 
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criteria that they were students in specific classes, rather than having specific cultural or ethnical 

backgrounds. In some of the focus groups, the composition was more heterogenous than others, 

but this was more circumstantial than deliberate, as the groups consisted only of volunteers 

from the classes I visited.  

 As the sample is limited to six focus group interviews with 26 respondents from two upper 

secondary schools, the findings cannot with any certainty be translated to either younger or 

older members of Generation Z. This means that it is not possible to draw broad conclusions 

based on the empirical findings in the study, as the results will be accounts of a reality, rather 

than an explanation for all of reality. Instead, as the study is qualitative in nature, it provides a 

rather small sample of in-depth accounts from a specific, narrow demographic, resulting in 

relevant, theoretically generalizable results (cf. Ahrne & Svensson, pp. 26-28).  

5.4 Limitations, reliability and validity 

In order to account for the reliability in the study, I made sure to record all the interviews, and 

begun each focus group discussion with a brief presentation round, to make sure that I could 

identify the different respondents when listening back to the recording and transcribing. This 

meant that the risk of mis-quoting was minimized. Throughout the analysis, quotes and 

accounts from specific individual respondents are used, and presented in relation to the 

discussions in the focus groups, in order to remain transparent and concrete about the origin of 

the findings. Due to the use of focus groups in an upper secondary school environment, there 

were however some additional limitations present, that could potentially have impacted the 

interview process. As I conducted the interviews with groups of people from specific classes, 

the students’ in the respective focus groups already knew each other, and seemed to be close 

friends in some cases. There is always a risk that the interviewee is being untruthful, inaccurate 

or affected by peer-pressure in their responses, and this is hard to mitigate. In a different focus 

group setting outside of the school environment, the group composition could have been even 

more strategically selected to be heterogenous, whereas this is a clear limitation of conducting 

focus groups with volunteers from specific classes. More heterogenous focus groups could 

possibly have resulted in more diverse reasonings and responses, but would have been very 

difficult to achieve in the context of these two schools. Focus group interviews of this kind has 

to take place at school during school hours for the students to voluntarily participate in the 

project without compensation. It is possible that a more extensive study on several different 

schools with different profiles, in different parts of the country and with individuals of different 

demographic backgrounds, would have resulted in more diverse findings about news media use 
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and news media trust in Generation Z than was possible in the present study. Instead, the focus 

groups in this project represent a narrow, but relevant, insight into the reasoning among students 

from the perspective of upper secondary school students attending university preparatory 

programs.  

 The study is based on the responses of young upper secondary school students in focus 

groups, comprised of classmates, which means that there is a risk that they alter their responses 

somewhat to what they think that either I as a researcher, or the group as peers want to hear. 

The dynamics in the respective focus groups were difficult to influence, as I could not know of 

the different relationships within the groups beforehand. Instead, I had to adjust to the situations 

and dynamics of the respective groups during the interviews. The relationships between the 

respondents in the respective groups could in some cases have had an impact on what they felt 

that they were allowed to say, and possibly have restricted outliers from expressing their 

differing opinions and takes on the topics. My own role as an unknown external researcher 

could also have impacted the responses. It is possible that the group dynamics suppressed some 

of the most “extreme” opinions, or accounts of more controversial news media use. I tried to 

account for such factors, and in order to make interview situation as open as possible and the 

respondents more comfortable, I emphasized that there were no wrong or right answers in this 

study, and that I was only interested in their accounts. I also tried to identify hesitations in their 

responses, and ask the respondents to elaborate when I suspected that they were saying 

something that they though was expected of them, rather than their truthful accounts. My 

approach during the interviews was to make sure to ask relevant follow-up questions and ask 

for clarifications when I suspected that they had something more or else to say, while still 

maintaining a casual and permissive mood in the group. I made sure to express my interest in 

their accounts, and to not add any value or judgement to any responses. At the same time, I 

would not scrutinize every response and account, as being too strict could also impact the 

variations and nuances found in the discussions. A more lenient approach towards their 

responses could be more favorable and dynamic than putting all the emphasis on the reliability 

(Kvale & Brinkman, 2014, p. 295).  

 In order to make sure that the findings in the study results are as valid as possible, the 

research questions and the interview guide were formulated with a firm basis in the theoretical 

framework. This allowed me to approach the interview data from a theoretical standpoint. 

Visiting and interviewing students from two different schools also made it possible to 

investigate a larger and more diverse sample. The coding and thematization process was 
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primarily informed by theory. In order to be as transparent as possible, the research process was 

described in detail.  

 While these measures were taken in order for the findings of the study to be as valid as 

possible, the outlook towards knowledge and reality throughout the thesis is constructivist. 

There can be no objectively true interpretation of the news media trust and news media use 

among students in Generation Z. Instead, my theoretically informed interpretation of the 

interview data accounts for one understanding of reality, and there could be various other 

interpretations and explanations that are equally true as well.  

    

5.5 Ethics 

Since this project included in-depth personal interviews, anonymity and confidential and safe 

handling of personal details was of the essence. This was especially important in the present 

case, as upper secondary school students were interviewed for the project. All the interview 

material (recordings, transcriptions and notes) were stored locally and securely, to prevent any 

data breaches or risk of sharing sensitive data with a third party. 

In order to conduct this project in an ethically unproblematic way, only people 17 years old 

or older were be eligible for interviews, as interviewing individuals younger than 15 would 

require additional measures to be taken, such as gaining parental consent (cf. Källström Cater, 

p. 69; Lag (2003:460) om etikprövning av forskning som avser människor, 13-19 §§). With 

increased age comes increased independency, and this was the reason I chose to interview 

people over, or just under 18. All informants were informed beforehand about the project, its 

purpose, structure, methods and what their contributions were to the result. They were also 

informed that their answers would be presented anonymously in the thesis, and that and they 

could choose to withdraw their participation at any point.  

In this thesis, the handling of personal details, as well as the thesis in general, adheres to the 

Swedish Research Council’s Good Research Practice (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). 
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6. Results and analysis 
In this chapter, the results from the analysis of the interview data are presented thematically. 

The findings are focused on the respondents reasoning and motivations for news media use and 

trust, in relation to their understanding of their own capabilities to evaluate news stories, and 

the societal function of news media. The subchapters in the following text are based on the five 

themes that were created following coding of the interview data. The themes were constructed 

in relation to the research questions, the theoretical framework and the findings from the 

interviews. Each theme begins with a more general and descriptive account of the interview 

responses to provide a contextual understanding of the findings, before moving on to a 

theoretically informed analysis section.  

The focus of the analysis is to discern the meaning of certain attitudes, as well as to explain 

the reasoning among the interviewed students of Generation Z. Quotes are used to illustrate 

specific discussions and responses, occurrences. As the interviews were conducted in Swedish, 

the quotes are translated into English in the text. Quotation marks are used for the sake of 

coherence when presenting their response, even if they were originally in Swedish. The 

interviewees are presented in the following chapter as Respondent and a corresponding number. 

As there were 26 respondents, they are assigned R1-R26, with R1-19 attending school 1, and 

R20-26 attending school 2.  

The chapter ends with a summary of the results and analysis, and is followed by a concluding 

discussion chapter 7 about the relationship between news media use, news media trust and 

their own generational perceptions, in relation to the role of news media. In discussion in 

chapter 7, the aim and research questions are revisited and answered.  

6.1 News media use – both an active and a passive practice 

6.1.1 Coming into contact with news  

News media can be a source of crucial information to actively follow and participate in the 

public debates, and to understand the ongoing discourses. In the interviews it was evident that 

active news media use was a rare occurrence. While some of the interviewees stated that they 

actively sought out news to stay updated on current events and political developments, it was 

more an exception than a rule. However, the majority of the interviewees said that they often 

encountered news through their social media feeds, rather than actively visiting a website or 

the social media account of a social media outlet. Among those who actively visited news 

websites/apps, some had push-notifications turned on to get alerted if something happens, and 
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some actively searched for specific types of content due to political or personal interest. Out of 

the individuals who actively used news media, they rarely read more than the headline or the 

introduction to the text, unless it felt interesting and relevant. For instance, R22 said that they 

would mostly skim through the text, unless it felt like something that they had to be aware of. 

Another example would be as R2 stated, that they would often just skim through the text, and 

assume it to be true until proven differently. 

 But while the use of established news media outlets was rare among the respondents, this 

did not mean that they never encountered news stories. Instead, this process occurs mainly 

through social media feeds. Most of the respondents either follow, or get exposed to news 

outlets through sponsored posts on TikTok and Instagram. Even if the act of scrolling through 

a social media feed and happen upon a news story could be described as a passive act, they also 

engage with the content by discussing what they have read with their friends and family. Many 

of them also reflect upon, and examines, the veracity of the news story by employing strategies 

of fact checking. The respondents were not necessarily disinterested in the news and staying 

informed just because they did not actively and regularly use a specific news outlet. One 

example of this would be R26, from focus group 6 who regularly discussed current news and 

content encountered on social media with their mother and older siblings, who also shared an 

interest in discussing the news. R25 even explained how they used to send stories found on 

TikTok and Instagram to R26 for them to assess and verify. R26 explained how they chose to 

google the news story if it appeared interesting enough to them.  

 

6.1.2 Possible consequences of a passive news media use  

The ways in which the respondents come into contact are overall similar. Just as previous 

research and surveys have shown (cf. Statens medieråd, 2021; Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-

Esteban, 2021a), social media is predominantly used as the source of news and information, 

and only very few actively turn to any specific news media outlet. Instead, most of the 

respondents encounter news through social feeds, in a combination of both official news reports 

from the social media accounts of established news media, as well as user generated content 

about the news. In light of the theoretical framework, viewing their news media use as a practice 

that may be used to connect with the public world, their use of news media can be seen as 

divisive. On the one hand, almost all of the respondents who encountered news in their social 

media feeds claimed to see news media as an important component of society. They said that it 

is important for citizens to stay updated on the public discourses and news. Many of the 

respondents would also seek out additional information about the news they encountered if it 
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caught their interest. This signals an understanding of news media as a democratic force, as 

well as an understanding of news media as a tool to connect to the public world. On the other 

hand, the majority of the accounts of their actual media practices indicate that their news media 

use is often passive, and occurs mainly when news show up in their social media feeds. It would 

in turn mean that most of the public connections made through news media would be reliant on 

the activity that the news encountered on social media would generate. In this case, this makes 

the social media platforms an incredibly important party in the relation between the public 

discourse and the news media users.  

 However, social media was not used exclusively by every respondent. A few of the 

interviewees actively used traditional media outlets, such as DN, Svenska Dagbladet, SVT and 

SR, as their main source of news. These individuals would have a much better possibility to 

inform themselves on, and evaluate the political and cultural discourses in society, as they are 

intentionally exposing themselves to a more pluralistic media environment. This active media 

practice was however uncommon among the respondents, and should in the context of this 

study be seen as an exception, rather than a rule.  

The rare usage of established news media should not be interpreted as a disinterest in news, 

but rather as an expression of a changing media environment. Many of the interviewees, despite 

not actively visiting news media websites, reading newspapers or watching TV-broadcasts, still 

felt that they learned of the most important news anyway, either through social media or through 

their friends. The infrastructure of social media makes messages and news travel very fast, and 

most of the respondents described how they would often get informed on news very quickly on 

the platforms. Many of the respondents also expressed that they learned a lot about current 

events and political developments in school, and felt that they were well informed, despite many 

of them not actively searching for news.  

The themes surrounding news media as a way to connect to the public are expanded upon in 

the subsequent subchapters.  

6.2 Different types media use 

Throughout the interviews, it was apparent that news media was often not the intended use of 

social media, but rather a byproduct that could be seen as either positive or negative by the 

respondent, depending on their interests as well as opinion and perception of the role of news 

media in society.  
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6.2.1 Different motivations for using media 

In the focus group interviews, TikTok and Instagram, as well as YouTube to an extent, were 

described as most of the interviewee’s most commonly used media platforms. It was mainly 

through these social media channels they consumed information and content, and through 

which they stay updated on current events. It was also evident in the focus groups interviews 

that news were not necessarily a particularly important part of their media use, even if the main 

source of information and news was social media. Instead, the most commonly found reason 

for use of social media was recreational purposes, to be entertained or to communicate. News 

consumption was rather a passive effect of the interviewee’s social media use. Some even 

described news media use as something that was not part of their everyday lives at all. For 

instance, R20 said that “Personally, I don’t really read the news, but I use TikTok very often. I 

can scroll through TikTok for hours, and through TikTok I encounter a lot of news about 

celebrities.  

 As Couldry & Markham (2007) found, interest in celebrity culture correlated with political 

disinterest. According to Couldry & Markham. those politically uninterested also appeared to 

be less engaged in the news media. This relationship could help explain why some of the 

respondents, such as R20, who primarily used social media for recreational purposes, also 

showed little interest in actively seeking out news and staying updated on the political 

discourses. Interest in celebrity culture, and interest in news media does not appear to 

necessarily be mutually exclusive. As R26, who frequently discussed the latest news with their 

family, and who often acted as a personal fact checker for their friend, also claimed that 

celebrity culture was what they often found to be most interesting to read.  

Celebrity and entertainment news in itself may not be what connects the respondents to the 

public world. Insignificant news, such as who is dating who, and who wore what outfit to an 

awards show, will hardly merit a public discourse worth engaging in. However, if the celebrity 

and entertainment news handles more sensitive topics, such as domestic abuse, drug policy or 

structural inequalities, there can be an interesting intersection between the political discourses 

in society, and entertainment.  

6.3 News media trust – blind trust or informed reasoning?  

In this section, news media trust among the interviewees is presented and analyzed.  
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6.3.1 Trust in news media 

Generally, it was stated that news media plays an integral role in checking the political power 

as the Fourth estate, and that it was important to have trustworthy, quality journalism for this 

role to be played. Throughout the interview process, a common reasoning among the 

interviewees was that overall, the news and information coming from established media outlets 

was more trustworthy than content from other media outlets. Among the established media 

outlets that were mentioned as the most trustworthy was the Swedish Public Service outlets 

SVT (Swedish Television) and SR (Swedish Radio), as well as the commercial newspapers 

such as DN (Dagens Nyheter) and SvD (Svenska Dagbladet). In all of the focus group 

interviews, these outlets were described as good and reliable sources of information, that most 

of them claimed to trust without any particular suspicion. Many of the interviewees also claimed 

to trust two of the most popular tabloid outlets, Aftonbladet and Expressen to a great extent as 

well. In particular Aftonbladet was often considered as a slightly less trustworthy, but still good 

alternative to SVT or DN, and many of the interviewees said that they saw no reason to question 

any information from these outlets either. Aftonbladet was the most commonly used specific 

actual news media outlet. The respondents were mostly aware of the editorial political 

inclination in both Aftonbladet and Expressen, and this knowledge made them trust the content 

in slightly less, but they would mostly still use the newspaper as a news source without double- 

or fact checking the news stories.  

Despite also describing these established news media outlets as the most trustworthy, some 

of the interviewees claimed to distrust news reporting in general. For instance, R25 explained 

how they feel that “everything in the world is fake, and that even the big news media outlets 

probably lie in their reporting”. Another respondent, R23 said that they believed that there is 

always angle to the news reporting, and that something is always at least slightly incorrect in 

the reporting, even if they also said that they saw SVT an SR as fairly trustworthy and neutral 

news media outlets.  

 

6.3.2 What is it that we trust? 

What was probably the most interesting finding from the focus group discussions with the 

students, was that most of them never or very rarely actually came into contact with the news 

outlets they claimed to trust. Instead they used social media, in particular TikTok and Instagram, 

as their main source of news and information. When I asked them about whether or not they 

came into contact with content directly from the news outlets own accounts on these platforms, 

most of them said that it was not the case. While it was common that the interviewees had 
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encountered content from Aftonbladet or Expressen on TikTok and Instagram, it was mostly 

occasional, if it showed up in their social media feed. Some interviewees followed news 

accounts on TikTok and Instagram, but most of the interviewees did not.  

Instead, most of the interviewees came into contact with news stories through user generated 

content, such as trending discussions and posts by other individuals on the platforms. What 

makes this even more interesting is that almost all of the interviewees expressed distrust 

towards the content on Instagram, and in particular TikTok. Almost all the respondents said 

that in general the platforms cannot be trusted, and many seemed to be aware of algorithms 

curating their social media feeds, and some even described their feeds as filter bubbles. Most 

of them also acknowledged that much of the content on the platforms was skewed, heightened 

or just plainly incorrect and untrustworthy. Despite this distrust, and this often nuanced 

discussion on and awareness of the problematic nature of social media, Instagram and TikTok 

were still the main sources of information and news. 

When discussing what makes them trust in the established news media despite rarely using 

them, there were several interesting reasonings in the different groups. In some cases, the 

motivations for their trust in could be a bit diffuse. R22 said that trusted SVT since it feels 

neutral and straight to the point, and R9 stated that “SVT and TV4 feels as the most serious 

outlets, so no other reason”. Upon reflection, R9 explained that the reason why SVT and TV4 

was perceived was due to a view of their content as quality journalism, as well as seeing them 

as less commercial than Aftonbladet, Expressen, or content found on social media. R12 said 

that the inclusion of different perspectives and opinions in debates on SVT and TV4 contributed 

to their high trust, as that made them feel that different perspectives are both allowed and 

respected, and that there were no hidden agenda. Another respondent, R15 explained how they 

saw SVT and DN as less interested in getting subscribers and making money, and more 

interested in educating and informing people. R11 explained how Public Service had many 

people vetting and double checking their content before publishing, and that it made R11s 

confidence in that the news were accurately reported on high. Another common opinion was 

that the way traditional, established media presented their news contributed to their trust. It was 

important that the newspapers and broadcasts used a correct language, were transparent with 

their sources, and had a professional looking website or news studio.  

Conversely, when discussing what made the respondents distrust news media, the discussion 

was more about content on, and the nature of social media. R26 reasoned that ”it feels as if 

public service has to be real, whereas on TikTok nobody cares if someone lies. It would be a 

much bigger issue if SVT or SR would not tell the truth”. R12 said that TikTok feels less 
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serious, since it is usually just somebody talking in front of a greenscreen, without properly 

accounting for where the information comes from. R15 said that content on TikTok and 

Instagram felt much less trustworthy because the language used was often very simplistic and 

informal. They stated that official news media outlets who used a formal and correct language 

were perceived as more trustworthy. There were however also some instances of the 

respondents trusting private users on social media, who they saw as authorities or well informed 

people, or people who had too much to lose to lie. R17 explained how if they encounter a long 

text about something on Instagram, and the person seems knowledgeable on the topic, and has 

attached links or sources, they will most likely trust them. R17 also stated that they believed 

bigger social media accounts to be more trustworthy, as they stand very much to lose if anyone 

finds out that they are wrong or lying. 

The trust in traditional media among the respondents appears to be complex, and have 

several different explanations. On the one hand, there seems to be an inherited and socialized 

sentiment that Public Service, and the established newspapers are trustworthy, partly learned in 

school, partly influenced by their parents. This form of trust is more related to a gut-feeling that 

what they read, see or hear can be trusted. Others have a more informed reasoning about the 

established news media a democratic institutions that exist in the public interest, and that would 

lose their function and representation if they would be untruthful, and that for this reason could 

be trusted. There is also a technical aspect related to their trust, the presentation of the news 

must appear trustworthy for them to trust in it. The trust the respondents expressed towards 

traditional news media appeared to be mostly unconditional. If they were to read an article in 

DN, or watch a TV-news broadcast, almost all of them expressed that they would never question 

the veracity of the content.  

The distrust in social media news instead seemed to stem mainly from an expectation that 

content on social media is either biased or untrue, and that it is necessary to be skeptic of the 

content encountered on the platforms. The respondents do not expect to find quality journalism 

on social media, but rather highly filtered and skewed versions of a news story. This expectation 

was based on their perception of social media as forum for conflicting interests. Several 

respondents explained how the users on TikTok want to get more followers, get attention, push 

a certain narrative and/or earn money, which makes the entire outlook towards the platforms 

rather cynical. There was also a clear skepticism towards the capability of other social media 

users to correctly interpret news stories, and accurately present them.  

In essence, the statements and reasoning among the respondents highlight the very nature of 

trust, if we are to understand the respondents trust in relation to Giddens definition of trust: “… 
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confidence in the reliability of a person or system, regarding a given set of outcomes or events, 

where that confidence expresses a faith in the probity or love of another, or in the correctness 

of abstract principles (technical knowledge).” (1990. p. 34). Trust in news media can be based 

in a confidence that for instance Public Service media will provide truthful and trustworthy 

news, given that they exist in the public interest, and that they have no commercial or political 

interests. Trust in traditional media can also be based on a gut-feeling, possibly inherited or 

socially informed, that the reporting is trustworthy. Their distrust towards social media content 

could in turn in this context be understood as a lack of confidence in that the other users on the 

platforms have honest motives, and reports on news honorably.  

 
6.3.3 News media criticism and fact checking as a way to connect to the public world 

So why do the respondents use distrusted social media instead of the established trusted outlets? 

During the interviews, a recurring theme was strategies for fact checking. This was not initially 

an explicit part of the interview guide, but it came up naturally during the first two interviews, 

and it was incorporated as a follow up question in the subsequent focus group discussions. 

Since strategies for fact checking is part of the upper secondary school syllabus (cf. 

Skolverket, 2022a), most of the students had previously been taught techniques for fact-

checking in previous classes, and appeared to be aware of how to assess the trustworthiness of 

a source, and how to check the validity of the statements. This makes it reasonable that the 

students would relate these strategies to news media use. This also indicate at least some level 

of digital media literacy, and the distrust towards content on social media indicated a healthy 

skepticism towards content. Despite all of the respondents claimed to be aware of these criteria 

for fact checking, very few actually used them actively in their everyday lives. Instead, active 

use of strategies for fact checking were often limited to school related tasks. Instead, a common 

answer was that the fact checking process occurs unconsciously.  

 While almost every respondent claimed to trust in the established news media outlets, most 

of them also distrusted content found on social media platforms. This in turn meant that they 

were much more skeptical of content on Instagram and TikTok than they were of news from 

SVT or Aftonbladet. This is where the knowledge on fact checking strategies came into play, 

as the respondents found it relevant to actually question news stories that sounded unreasonable, 

or to sensational. The respondents explained how news stories sometimes could be filtered 

through countless users before reaching them, and that they would often be shared by users who 

could have hidden motives for sharing, such as getting attention, or pushing an agenda.  
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The consensus among the students was that content on social media was much more 

unreliable than news from established news media, and that there is a need to question news 

found on the platforms. As R22 explained “I use fact checking strategies primarily when the 

news come from a private person, since there are people who like to share things that aren’t 

true, so that’s when I… But when I’m using a more reliable news source I don’t think about 

fact checking as much”.  

 

6.4 Civic engagement – a public connection (or a disconnection through news 
media) 

The public connection concept posits that it is possible to understand media use through the 

media practices of individuals, and their motivations for these practices. Through this study, I 

have been able to discern some motivations for media use that connects to their interest in civic 

engagement and public connection. The interviewees were asked about their understanding of 

news media trust, and what role trust plays in their news consumption, and almost everyone 

expressed that trust is of great importance in most cases. It is especially crucial that the citizens 

of Sweden can trust public service media, as public service exists in the public interest and is 

intended to keep the citizens updated and informed. Without a public service media to trust, the 

students reasoned that you ultimately would second guess every piece of information you 

encounter, and that it would lead to a less informed and less engaged society.  

 

6.4.1 Political engagement  

Among the interviewees, only a fraction appeared to be politically interested. However, among 

those who were, the news consumption appeared to be more active, and more deliberate than 

among most of the other interviewees. Those who described themselves as either politically 

active, or politically interested, also seemed to interested in staying updated on current events 

and political developments. For instance, R10, who was active in a conservative youth party 

said how they used to actively visit the websites of their own and other political parties with 

opposing views, to inform themselves on the latest developments. R11, who was also politically 

active, explained how they would often actively read up on news and developments that 

interested them, both political news and other. R11 was interestingly also the only respondent 

who used Twitter, and they used twitter to follow both political users and news media.  

Another person that had a genuine political interest, R23, explained how they used to 

actively visit news sites from very different, and sometimes opposing outlets. For instance, they 
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described how they felt that it was very important to stay up to date on the most recent 

developments in the Russia-Ukraine war, and that they in order to do that used to visit both pro-

Russian and pro-Ukrainian (English language) news sites in addition to the established Swedish 

news medias. This tactic was used to see the different perspectives reported on the topic, and 

they maintained the importance of staying skeptical of information regarding the war, as there 

are many interest at stake, and much propaganda from both sides that should not be taken as 

truths, even if you support Ukraine in their effort. The same person also professed a left leaning 

political color, and described how they often also visited leftist YouTube accounts to get 

political information. Another thing that was particularly interesting, and unique for this 

individual, was that they had immigrated from Greece, and explained how they experienced the 

Swedish news media as much more trustworthy and unbiased than the Greek counterparts, 

which according to their account could not be trusted.  

These three respondents were those who were most vocal about their political interest, and 

they all exhibited an active engagement in news media, and a will to stay updated.  

 
 6.4.2 News media trust and public connection - is news trust always important?  

News media trust can be related to a public connection as well, which was evident through R23s 

reasoning above (see 6.3.1). R23 engaged in the public discourse by being critical of the news 

media, and tried to inform themselves by checking various different sources, even admittedly 

unreliable ones.  

Similarly, R11 said that “sure trust is important, but it is not needed for me to read an article, 

because there is always something to take away from it. You can learn from it, and everything 

in it does not have to be fake. You might get some additional information along with the other 

information, and that gives you a fuller picture of what’s going on“. R1 said “you don’t need to 

believe in the source in order to read it, you can take in the aspects from it, and discuss them”. 

R4 agreed, and said that “it is important to trust in the news if you intend to take it as the truth, 

but that does not stop me from reading untrustworthy news that I find amusing”. R16 reasoned 

that it was important to use both trustworthy media and social media in order to keep up, and 

in order to have relevant discussions on current topics.  

But while untrustworthy news media may provide relevant insight, some respondents also 

meant that trust could be irrelevant due to the nature of the news story. In a discussion on the 

importance of trust in news media, R2 expressed that “news media trust is very important, to 

an extent. If something looks really crazy, I will just move past it.” and “I wouldn’t use 

untrustworthy news in a school context, but I could very well read them privately if they 
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entertained me”. On the same topic, R24 said that it did not matter whether or not the news 

story was accurate, unless it was some sort of world news, or other news that could affect them 

or their family. Another example of how news media trust could be seen unnecessary was in a 

situation as described by R17, who stated that sometimes they are not looking for objective 

news, but rather personal opinions and emotional accounts of something, as this provides a 

different perspective on the matter. 

The theme of trust being important, but not always necessary for news media use was 

recurring in all of the different focus groups. While most of the interviewees reasoned that is 

was important to be able to trust the news they use, they also seemed to acknowledge that there 

were situations when they could read something that they knew was untrustworthy. This was 

both an expression of the respondents perceived ability to critically discern between fake and 

accurate news, an expression of their understanding of the nature of social media as well as an 

expression of their opinion of the importance of news media trust in different contexts. They 

assume that the other users on the platforms have ulterior motives, and approach news content 

on the platforms with skeptical outlook. Conversely, most of them trust in the established news 

media outlets almost unconditionally, meaning that the skepticism is very situational.  

 

6.4.3 Public disconnection and distrust 

There were also individuals who choose to actively not seek out information, and instead 

actively choose disconnect from the public discourse. The motivations for news avoidance were 

in these cases based on oversaturation of information and an unwillingness to be exposed to 

news about horrible things such as war, crime and death. The most significant example of this 

was R24, who actively chose to not use any news apps or services to rid themselves of any 

anxiety inducing impressions from the news, unless it was local or significant world news that 

could directly affect them or their family. They (R24) said that “why should I stress about 

something that I cannot influence myself? Usually I just don’t give a damn, but when something 

happens locally I look it up, and the I get even more anxiety”. R20 also expressed similar 

opinions on news, saying that they only really paid attention to really interesting news, such as 

if Russia were to invade Sweden. Otherwise, they would only look for celebrity news or 

information, saying that “honestly, I am really not that familiar with news, it is not a part of my 

life, and I will never look for information unless it really intrigues me”. 

 The active disconnection was mainly apparent in these two respondents. While their 

reasoning was similar, they would only inform themselves of news if was of great importance 

to them, their motivations for disconnecting varied. R24 had a more active disconnection, that 
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stemmed from a place of anxiety. There was not an issue of distrust in the news media, but 

rather the opposite, a trust in that all of the horrors of the world reported in the news were 

accurate. R20 instead had a more passive attitude towards news media, and did not actively use 

it to inform themselves unless it seemed necessary. They did not distrust the news they 

encountered, but they also did not care whether or not is was true.  

6.5 Generational perception  

6.5.1 Generational awareness 

Throughout most of the interviews, the respondents reflected upon generational differences in 

relation to the media they used. The interviewees defined themselves as young, and closely 

attached to social media, unlike their grandparents whom they meant lacked the media literacy 

to navigate the complex digital media environment.  

An understanding of what sets their age group apart from other generations was evident in 

several of the interviewees accounts, with them describing themselves as adept at understanding 

social media, and to use Instagram and TikTok to stay informed and keep up with what is 

happening. There was also an acknowledgement that their generation does not use Facebook to 

the same extent as older people, and that their parents, and not them, use physical newspapers 

and watch linear broadcasts, whereas they themselves would rarely actively consume this kind 

of news media. Respondent 9 said that  

 

I think that our generation get more news through the mobile phones, if we think about how 

we get exposed to multiple forms of news through push notifications on social media, while 

my dad… He reads his newspaper, albeit on the iPad, and watches the evening news on TV, 

Aktuellt. I think people in our age get our news on the phones.  

 

R9 also expressed how most of their friends outside of this particular focus group mainly used 

TikTok as the source of news.  

There were also some instances of the interviewees referring to younger social media users 

as less critical and more gullible in relation to information shared on social media platforms. 

R26 expressed how untrustworthy and fake news did not affect them particularly much, but that 

younger individuals may be affected negatively by it. 

 



 49 

6.5.2 Understanding of themselves as a generation 

Naturally, media use is a personal practice, just news media trust is a personal experience that 

differs between individuals. Nevertheless, it is interesting to investigate the respondents 

motivations and reasoning about news media trust, use and the societal role in relation to their 

generational understanding. One example would be when R12 reflected on how previous 

generations encountered the news, in contrast to their pluralistic online media environment. 

They reasoned that this new media landscape, despite being heavily dominated by social media, 

could still be preferable to how previous generations consumed their news. They said that only 

having to TV channels, as their parents and grandparents had growing up, provided much less 

diversity, as everyone was provided the exact same information.  

 Another respondent, R15, explained how they believed their generation to be very good at 

fact checking and identifying fake news encountered online, in contrast their grandmother. 

They explained that their grandmother could believe anything she found online, possibly due 

to her previous experiences of having only trustworthy news media alternatives, and thereby 

not being able to separate fake and true news on social media, because why would they lie? 

The statements of R9, R26, R12 and R15 all exhibit a shared perception of their generation 

as technologically adept, and socially aware, unlike previous generation. Their understanding 

of themselves as more media literate than previous generations, and aware of the societal 

implications of digital media compares well to what Prensky calls digital natives (2001a). It 

also highlights the both the spatial and temporal localities in Bolin’s (2017, p. 96) description 

of media generations, with them being both born at a different time, but also having a different 

understanding and knowledge of how to use digital and social media. The respondents view 

themselves as having a skeptical outlook towards content online, rather than, as the older or 

younger generations would, trust the stories they encounter blindly. They separate their 

generally high trust in traditional media from their generally low trust in social media, in a way 

that they perceive themselves to be better at than both older or younger generations.  

6.6 Summary of the results and analysis 

To summarize the results and the analysis, some key aspects of the news media used and news 

media trust among upper secondary school students in Generation Z were found in the 

interviews.  

The most apparent similarities among most of the students was that many were not 

specifically interested in news, or actively staying updated on current events through news 

reports. Much of the news media use often occurred passively, to some extent through use of 



 50 

push-notifications, but mostly through social media feeds, in particular on TikTok and 

Instagram. When it came to news media trust, almost all respondents seemed to trust the 

established news outlets to a great extent, in particular the public service media channels SVT 

and SR, as well as the established newspapers Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet and the 

commercial TV-news on TV4. The perceived trust in these media outlets had various 

explanations, such as confidence in that the news reporting was neutral, since they viewed them 

as less commercial and less interested in exposure than other outlets, such as tabloid media or 

social media channels. The trust could also stem from a feeling of Public Service has to be 

correct, since there are so many people double checking the news before publishing them. There 

was also a sentiment that you should be able to trust SVT and SR in particular, as they exist in 

the public interest, and if they cannot be trusted, who can you trust? To a slightly lesser extent, 

the respondents also expressed trust in tabloid media such as Expressen and Aftonbladet.  

Despite traditional news media being used by the respondents to some extent, in some 

situations, the majority of their news exposure and encounters occurs on TikTok and Instagram. 

Very few actually regularly use traditional media actively to inform themselves. Even though 

the respondents at times encounter news from traditional media on the social media platforms, 

this was mostly not an active practice. Instead, much of news they come into contact with on 

TikTok or Instagram come from other social media users who write or talk about them.  

What is interesting to note is that the respondents often to distrusted the social media 

platforms they used, and the content they encountered on the services. This distrust was often 

motivated by an understanding of other social media users as biased, dishonest, interested in 

gaining attention and followers, as well as often uncapable of correctly reproduce the news 

story they talk about. The continued use of social media as a source of information, despite 

being distrusted, is multifaceted. On the one hand, the more active and interested media users, 

who wants to participate in the public discourse may use social media as a mean to stay updated 

on the related trends and discourses on the platforms. They claim that this is an essential 

addition to using traditional media, as the social media infrastructure allows for much quicker 

spread of information. Without being active on social media, they also reason that they would 

not be able to understand and follow the discussions that their peers have. On the other hand, a 

few of the respondents were genuinely disinterested in following news, as they believed that 

often, most of it did not concern them. For these individuals, trust was mostly irrelevant because 

they did not use the medium to inform themselves anyway.  

A common argument among the respondents to keep using social media was that many of 

them believed their generation to be media literate, as they are very familiar with social media 
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infrastructure, and are good at identifying trustworthy and fake news. As opposed to individuals 

both older and younger generations whom they believed to be much more susceptible to 

harmful content, due to their lack of understanding of the medium. This meant that trust in the 

news media did not have to be present for them to use it, as they claimed to be able to use 

distrusted sources and still discern the true content from the fake. 

From the findings from the analysis, it is evident that news media trust or distrust can both 

act as ways for the respondents of Generation Z to connect to the public world, by invoking 

either positive or negative active responses. These could either be through use of a certain 

trusted news media outlet to inform themselves, or by the active scrutinization of a distrusted 

news provider. Furthermore their understanding of their own generation as media literate, and 

due to their perceived good knowledge of fact checking strategies, they believed that they could 

safely navigate through the distrusted media landscape. 
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7. Discussion and conclusion 

7.1 Discussion 

So, how do these findings capture and explain the news media use in Generation Z, and what 

does it say about their news media trust?  

 The aim of the study was to explain how and why Swedish upper secondary school students 

of Generation Z use and perceive news media, with focus on the relations between news media 

trust and news media use. (see chapter 1.2). I will first discuss results of the research questions 

about how students reason about news media trust and news media use, how they reason about 

societal function and importance of news media trust, and how they reason about news media 

use and trust, in relation to their generational perception. This will be followed by a discussion 

on why they use, trust and perceive news media in the way that do. 

 In relation to the aim of the research and research questions, this study found that the 

interviewed students had an ambivalent relationship to news media trust and news media use. 

On the one hand, the findings were very much in line with overall trends among the younger 

audience, shown in national and international surveys (cf. Falk, 2022a; Statens Medieråd 2021), 

where it is argued there is a decline in use of official news media outlets for news use. There is 

generally a high level of trust in traditional media, in particular Public Service media, as well 

as the two major newspapers SVD and DN. This trust can be multifaceted, and may in part be 

based on an understanding of trust as an undefined perception, a gut feeling if you will, that 

these outlets are trustworthy. Others intellectualize their trust as grounded on an understanding 

of the societal role of news media as the fourth power in society and public service as 

democratic institutions that act in the interest of the public. Their trust can also stem from an 

understanding of traditional media as the most credible alternatives in this over saturated media 

environment, and that if you cannot trust in them, what can you trust? Common for all their 

motivations is that trust, as Giddens (1990) implies, requires the respondents to take a leap of 

faith, and hope that the news media is being truthful.  

However, there was a clear discrepancy between news media trust and news media use 

evident in the study. Just as Swart & Broersma (2022) concluded, it was found in this study that 

most of the young respondents used social media as their primary source of news and 

information. It was also clear that the respondents were skeptical and distrustful of the content 

they encountered on social media. Instead of actively using official news media sites, 

newspapers and TV- and radio broadcasts that they trust as their primary source of news, most 

of the interviewees instead found their news more passively on social media. While some of 
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the respondents rarely actively used traditional news media at all, many still actually argued 

that it is primarily through news media you can inform yourself on what is going on in the 

world. Through news media you can understand and participate in public discourses, and in 

order to engage with them, it is crucial to stay informed. However, this does not mean that news 

media always has to be trustworthy to generate a public connection. While trust in news media 

can be an important part of the public connection as Couldry et al. (2018) posits, trust does not 

necessarily have to be present for such a connection to the public discourses to occur. This 

study found, similarly to Kaun (2012), that in some cases distrust in news media can motivate 

civic engagement. The respondents who expressed concern over, and showed interest in societal 

matters, engaged with the discourses both through trusted and distrusted news media. In the 

study it was apparent that both true and fake news can play an integral role in their connection 

to the shared public world. The trusted, established news medias are used to accurately inform 

themselves on the topics, whereas untrustworthy news evokes another form of critical 

engagement, where they double- and fact check the veracity of news stories found on social 

media. The traditional, trustworthy news medias’, almost plays the role of a verifier that you 

can turn to, to accurately inform yourself on the topics you encounter on social media. Through 

this scrutinization process, the respondents may even come into contact with additional 

perspectives on a topic, and expand their understandings on societal matters both from official 

news sources, as well as directly from the venue of public debates (social media). This would 

in turn mean that the connection to the public discourses in society, through distrusted news 

media, in some cases potentially could be even stronger than a connection found through trusted 

media, as the verification process requires much activity from the media user. However, for a 

strong connection to exist, the news themselves also have to be interesting to news media user. 

This means that a public connection through distrust only exist in certain situations, when the 

news stories evoke a reaction and engagement in the individual media user.  

Despite generally trusting traditional news media, and distrusting news on social media, the 

respondents claimed that they could still safely use the platforms as a source of news. My results 

here correspond with findings of Statens Medieråd (2021), and Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-

Esteban (2021a), that younger individuals tend to use social media as news sources, despite 

trusting the services less than the traditional media outlets. However, contrary to what Perez-

Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban (2021b) concluded in their other study on young adults, the 

respondents in the present study were well aware of strategies for fact checking. Just as Swart 

& Broersma (2022) found, the respondents reasoned that they could use news that they 

distrusted, as they believed themselves to be capable of accurately evaluating the veracity of 
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the claims and stories they found in such news. This was often understood as a capability related 

to their generation’s (Generation Z) intimate and intricate understanding of social media and its 

structures as Digital natives. This capability was a skill that they had honed through years of 

education on fact checking in school, and through the availability of and use of digital and 

social media from an early age. The students of Generation Z had a perceived near intrinsic 

knowledge of social media and media literacy, due to their experiences of having access to, and 

using digital media basically throughout their entire lives (cf. Bolin, 2017 p. 8, 95-96.). Unlike 

most of the students in the study by Tamboer et al. (2022), many of the respondents in this study 

claimed to actively fact check stories they found to be untrustworthy, if they found the news 

story interesting. The respondents instead expressed concern towards both younger and older 

generations, who they meant were unaware, more easily gullible and who lacked the ability to 

critically separate true and fake news, on the social media platforms. The understanding of 

social media, and their knowledge of fact checking strategies made the students’ feel that they 

could safely use media that they did not trust. These findings mirror what Rice & Taylor (2023) 

found in their study, about how informed citizens with much experience of media were able to 

make sound critical assessments of news. However, active use of fact checking strategies was 

mostly reserved for school projects, and more subconsciously in their everyday lives, indicating 

that there is a risk that their ability to separate what is true from what is not may be slightly 

exaggerated. As Tamboer et al. (2022) state “young people often overestimate their abilities in 

navigating (online) information” (p. 806). As this study can only rely on the respondents own 

accounts of their news media use, it is difficult to actually know to what extent the students 

actually use their perceived abilities to discern untrustworthy content. If they are as adept as 

they perceive themselves to be, fake news and untrustworthy news sources would be a smaller 

problem. However, if the students are overestimating their own abilities, this could potentially 

mean that they get exposed to and are susceptible to harmful content, that could impact their 

societal awareness negatively. If the latter is true, this finding of this study indicates that many 

young individuals are at a great risk of being misinformed, as most of them use social media as 

source of news. Believing themselves to be aware, they could unknowingly be subjected fake 

news stories and other, even more sinister forces such as disinformation and propaganda.  

 To an extent, my overall results correspond with the findings of previous on news media and 

trust among younger generations. For instance, as Swart & Broersma state, trust does not have 

be a deciding factor of what news media to use, or as Perez-Escoda & Pedrero-Esteban (2021a) 

conclude, social media is often used as a main source of news among younger individuals, 

despite being less trusted than traditional media.  
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 What is however less discussed in previous research, are the reasons for trusting, distrusting 

and using news media. In order to explain why the respondents in this study reason in the way 

they do, I will in the following relate my findings to Giddens’ (1990) reasoning about trust in 

expert systems. Giddens argues that one consequence of modernity is the existence of and trust 

in different expert systems. In the modern society, we are increasingly dependent on experts in 

order to divide responsibilities and tasks in society. These experts possess expert knowledge 

that we ourselves do not, and as laypersons we need to trust that this knowledge is used for the 

intended purposes (p. 27). The trust the respondents place in traditional news media can be 

likened to what Giddens (p. 83 ff.) describes as trust in expert systems. The relationship between 

the trustor and the trustee in this context means that the news media user has to put their faith 

in the arms of professional journalists, who report on what is going on in the world. In such an 

expert system, only a selected few, authorized by the expert system are allowed produce news 

content, whereas on social media, anyone can publish anything. This makes it more difficult to 

trust the validity of the content published on social media. In traditional media, there is always 

a publisher who is responsible for the content, on behalf of the expert system. On social media 

on the other hand, there are no such publishers, and every user answers to themselves. The 

distrust the respondents express towards content on social media indicate that there is an 

increased element of risk associated with the content on these platforms. This “risk” could be 

compared to what Giddens (p. 124 ff.) writes about the “well - distributed awareness of risk” 

meaning that the dangers of encountering harmful content on social media is known to most 

people in society (p.125). Unlike with traditional media, there are no clear traditional forms of 

authority (trustworthy news outlets) present on the platforms. The lack of a clear hegemony on 

social media in turn makes it difficult to know what news found on the platforms to trust and 

not to trust. Due to the lack of clear authority figures on news present on social media, the news 

reports found on social media are generally not seen as part of any expert system by the 

respondents.  

So why do the respondents still use social media as a source of news? Fletcher & Park, 

(2017), found that social media acts as an alternative source of information for those who 

distrust traditional media. Diverging from this understanding, this study instead found that the 

students turned towards social media, despite trusting traditional news media. The reasonings 

about the discrepancy between news media use and trust among the respondents, are post-

traditional in the sense that they do not restrict themselves to media practices that have 

previously been understood as correct. The respondents do not feel the need to watch public 

service news broadcasts, or to actively seek out and read the news in the traditional newspapers. 
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Due to what Giddens (1990, p. 38) calls “reflexivity of modern social life”, the media users 

have adapted their media practices to the “ongoing discoveries” in society, namely social media 

as a source of news and information (ibid.). The respondents choose to use social media, since 

that is what everyone else in their generation is doing, and because they find it to be a more 

convenient, quicker and accepted way in their communities to find news and information. 

Despite being aware of “risks”, such as fake news, the concept of “filter bubbles”, and 

algorithmically curated social media feeds that could affect their news media exposure, the 

respondents rely on their own perceived expertise to navigate the malicious social media 

environment. Through their perceived knowledge on fact checking strategies, and familiarity 

with the social media eco systems, they essentially understand themselves as the experts, in a 

context where no clear expert system exists.  

7.2 Conclusions 

To summarize the conclusions this study found that the students of Generation Z primarily used 

distrusted news from social media, instead of the traditional media that they did trust, to inform 

themselves. The trust in traditional media was motivated by factors such as the societal role of 

news media as the fourth estate and the democratic function of public service media, that, in 

light of Giddens (1990) discussion, could be interpreted as trust in an expert system of 

professional journalists. The use of distrusted news on social media, despite the high levels of 

trust in traditional media, could in turn be explained by the respondents adaptations to the new 

discoveries in modern society. Social media acts quicker, is more convenient and more 

commonly used among the member of Generation Z, which also informs their decisions to use 

the services as news sources. The news stories encountered on social media would often evoke 

suspicion, and due to their generations’ perceived digital media literacy and intimate 

understanding of the structures of social media, the respondents believed themselves to be adept 

at separating what is true from what is not. This could in turn lead to that they use strategies for 

fact checking, that would in turn steer them back towards traditional media for verification of 

the news stories. Thereby the use of news on social media could effectively lead to that the 

students’ of Generation Z connect to the public world and the public discourses, through their 

distrust. This connection however only occurs when the individual finds the news stories 

encountered on social media interesting or relevant enough to actively fact check. 

 The focus of this study made it possible to investigate the complex relationship between 

news media trust, news media use and the generational aspect of their motivations for their 

news media use and trust. The generational perspective added another dimension to the study, 
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that accounted for how the respondents perception of themselves as media literate individuals. 

This perception meant that they saw themselves as mostly capable of navigating the deceptive 

media landscape, made them confident that they could accurately evaluate news stories they 

found on the distrusted social media services. Few studies try to explain the relationship 

between news media use and news media trust, and in particular, it is rare to explore why 

discrepancies may occur between the use of media, and the kind of media trusted. By exploring 

this, my study contributes to the literature on news media trust.  

 

7.3 Reflection on theoretical framework and Future research 

7.3.1 Reflection on the theoretical framework, and its limitations  

The theoretical framework, consisting of an understanding of news media trust, news media 

use as a way to connect to the public world, as well as Generation Z as a generation 

distinguished by their shared experiences related to digital and social media, worked mostly 

well to interpret the empirical data. It helped providing an understanding of the complexity, as 

well as the potential societal implications linked to news media trust and news media use among 

the respondents. However, the interviewees were vastly different individuals within their 

generation, with different backgrounds and experiences, and not all of the individually specific 

motivations for news media trust and use of could be discerned. This in turn meant that there 

were things that the theoretical framework was unable to assist in the understanding of. For 

instance, some of the respondents were aware of filter bubbles and algorithms on social media, 

but still chose to interact with content which they knew would generate more exposure to 

similar content, and provide them with exposure to skewed content. The same individuals could 

then also interpret this content as untrustworthy, while at the same time consume it and not 

think of it any further. This passive-but-still-aware news media user is difficult to explain using 

the theoretical framework, in particular through the understanding of news media trust and 

public connection. 

 The public connection aspect was also challenging to use as a model of explanation in the 

cases when the respondents did not care about the news and their trustworthiness, while still 

not entirely disconnecting from them. As when R20 said that they did not read the news, but 

that they still often encountered news stories (albeit mostly about celebrities) on social media.  

 Apart from these few, but present, blind spots of the theoretical framework, it acted as 

suitable lenses to understand and interpret the responses from the focus group interviews, in 
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relation to the aim and focus of the study. The following section outlines relevant areas of 

potential further research related to news media trust and news media use, that the present study 

was unable to account for due to its limitations in design, focus and scope.  

 

7.3.2 Future research  

In this thesis, a small sample of upper secondary students in Generation Z is investigated, and 

it is limited in both scope, time and space. It explores news media trust and news media use 

from a media and communications perspective, and can only account for a fraction of the 

motivations for, and attitudes towards news media. News media trust and news media use 

among individuals of Generation Z would be very interesting to research from a psychological 

perspective as well, since that would allow the researcher to dig deeper into the rationales and 

reasoning of the media user, than what is possible in the present study.  

Future research should also focus on exploring the entire spectrum of the generation, to see 

if there are any relevant discrepancies between the different age groups within Generation Z. 

As the respondents in this study are students in upper secondary school, only a very specific 

age group in Generation Z are studied, and there could potentially be significant differences or 

similarities within the generational spectrum.  

In the study, some socio-economic and cultural differences were found in news media trust 

and in news media use, particularly related to individuals with different national backgrounds, 

but as this perspective was not the primary subject of the interviews, the findings were not 

sufficient enough to merit a discussion. This perspective could however be relevant to develop 

further in future research, as there were indications that individuals with other national 

backgrounds had a more skeptical or cynical view towards media, which could be related to 

either their own, or inherited understandings of news media in other national contexts. In future 

research, in addition to focusing on different national backgrounds, it would also be relevant to 

expand further on socio-cultural, economic and educational backgrounds, to see if news media 

trust and news media use in any way relates such background factors, or if it has more to do 

with a unique generational understanding of news media.  

Lastly, it would be interesting to investigate if there are any geographical differences within 

Sweden, and possibly the other Nordic countries as well, to see if any discrepancy in the 

reasoning can be attributed to geographic factors.  
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Appendix 
 
Interview guide  
 

As the focus group interviews were semi-structured in their form, different discussions and 

subsequent follow-up questions arose. This meant that the preconstructed interview questions 

were used mainly as a guide to keep the discussion on track, rather than acting as the exact 

questions asked during the interviews. The following interview guide is a translation of the 

Swedish original guide.  

 

The interview starts with a short presentation of the project, what it is about and why it is 

interesting to hear their thoughts and opinions on news usage and news trust. I then explain that 

the interview is going to be recorded, and I ask for their permission. After receiving their 

permission, I explain that after transcription, their names will be anonymized in the text so that 

it is not possible to know who answered what. I also state that they are allowed to withdraw 

their participation at any time during the process and that participation is completely voluntary. 

 

1. Tell us a bit about yourself - (some general questions about the person e.g. what is your name, 

how old are you, where do you come from, what do you study?) 

 

2. Which news media do you use on an average day?  

 

3. How do you access the news you consume? (Is it through TV, radio, newspapers, digital 

online, social media, friends, family or from other sources)? How would you describe your 

news media use? 

 

4. How do you come into contact with the news you read? (By actively seeking out information 

yourself/scrolling feeds/hearing from others, etc.)?  

 

5. Would you say that there are any news media that you feel are better or worse than others?  

- Why?  

-Why not? 

 

6. Would you say that there are some news media that you trust more/less than others? 
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- Why?  

- Why not? 

à How would you describe your trust in relation to the media?  

 

7. What is your view on public service media, such as SR and SVT, and other, traditional news 

media such as DN, SvD, Tv4 etc.? Are there any of these that you often use to get news?  

- Why? 

- why not? 

 

8. How is your trust in different news media affected by the issue at hand? (e.g. are certain 

media more/less credible in reporting on particular contentious political issues, such as the 

climate crisis/immigration/defence policy). 

 

9. Would you say it is important that you trust what the news media say in order to engage with 

its content?  

- Why?  

- Why not? 

 

10. What would you say is the most important thing when choosing which news media to 

use? (Is it your trust in the news media, general interest in the news, is it based on what has 

been current on social media/what has come up in the news feed, is it what has been discussed 

in your social circle, etc.)  

 

11. Is there anything else you would like to add that we did not discuss during the interview 

that you think is important in terms of trusting and using news media? 

 

 
 

 

 


