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Media Credibility in the Public Mind: A Critique

Zhongshi GUO

Abstract

This study contests the three main assumptions that precede traditional
studies of public perceptions of media credibility: (1) universally shared
meaning of credibility; (2) audience rational evaluation of media performance
using credibility as a core criterion; and (3) perceived credibility as a necessary
condition for political participation. In building the case against the centrality
of perceived media credibility in political communication scholarship, this
critique also draws academic attention to the possibility that much of the
findings in existing literature may be a methodological artifact because
respondents have been primed to narrow their assessment of media within a set
of normative and socially desirable measures. To address some of these issues,
we conducted a face-to-face depth interview on 24 Hong Kong newspaper
readers. We found that when unprimed, (1) credibility has minimum salience or
is dormant in the public mind; (2) interviewees were quick to elicit post hoc
rationalization strategies to achieve balance and reduce dissonance created by
the gap between the paper they read most often and the paper they deem to be
the most credible; (3) people seldom rely fully on rational routes of reasoning
to assess media. Theoretical implications are discussed.

Keywords: Media credibility, Hong Kong newspaper, political participation,
dormant perceptions, trust
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S ANME e BT SR B 0 RS M K AT T 0 (Metzger &
Flanagin, 2015, p. 453) °

A T AT - AP e REERCE R R R RS AN
G B AME T 58— E 2525 M2 (Balon et al., 1978; Weibel et al.,
2008) o AAMEr iR A i BLE 5 bk SC T B HLANME 7 (Kiousis, 2001) © 58
] i 2B 2 A AT 5 B % & B 9 4T 4 B0 %€ R (Newhagen & Nass,
1989) o i WA B - HF 52 38 B {8 450 0% 5 A2 9 B0 M5 AT A0 Rl R I > BR )
P18 — {1 JE A ) 12 B O T (I ARE N ) S S ) S {8 32 AR 3 L AR
KT (Guo et al., 2006) o Hy 17T 24 Y HE 4L & BB o] DLAE 52 A% 0 B
JiE T 5 | B — 1 58 K i BE T A (double deference) ¥ 5 » B3 — ff] {2 i
N B AT AN 22 (5 — AU > &% R TS Ot RS 3 8
o {8 I BT WA — DI R 09 (5 AR (38 Z E 4L1%) (Bloom, 2012; Cohen,
2003) ©

A T I SR RS MR A AE - (B JR E R 2 - ARE
Tl Al B G AE D E EEAE hER - BEA = - R B
HOE L OY RE SRR A N B SR (0 AR R SRR BT
A4 B 7 A i R 1 R A 2 P M SR AR R B e R > E A
FIARAR A B0 05 A o A 7 4 o b [ 0% 7 D > 2 DR I e ot
WIRFA E > BEARAE AT RO M o T R A A b B e A HOE
(B BE 8N (Guo, 2011) 5 5 5E°F & > Z W& 15 A B 28 1a) ) B 0 58
i (st ze B B 44 05 B 6) o A BReE AR R B F 0 E 4
fi] B A S 2 S AR RS A B A G A E N E -
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[ BUGS BT IHRAE I AR

FFEIG 2 B A TR 1 B A B R A o RO i — {1 1 B
ARy > A AR AT — AN — 52 ) B MR B 20 RS I AL & sk
F > A 2 R R AR AR — R A R N (Bl LR ) iR
TRARE o ZHAT A IEHBOR 4 BUA R R A B REL T
JUEE > (H AR AN AR A Z 0 T 35 Ik DS 2 B TR 2 B AT
&AL 71 (Gitlin, 1978) -

T A AT A AY b > S BOR 2 BLAEAT 2 g T R AE R (45 - Bt
i AT o BRSBTS A T MR L AR R 1 A 5 A [
S AT AR — R B RR R AR R o IR AF & 2R AL e 4
> RERY PR TE T — W A S R AR R E > e RIET HES >
B E S A N OERAEAE - BUA LR - AR - B R R A
B~ IO E R BB Rk Y R RE B - B R TR - T
TR % o Z RBHE A E 7 0 BN 75 HE R R O R 5 Y
{6 7 4 B 7R M AR 1Y AR B I OE oP  T 1 2K 3R A 15 B 75 B (Fisher,
2016) °

G A5 SRR R A M B BT ) 2 BLBUA 1Y S EEHTHE > 3
W > A 2 ) AR A A RN R T B A R BE A o A SRS BN
AR RES » B ] Re 22 B B - B0 > 7E 200347 H 19
TE A 5 5 AR 1 KA I 3B AR %) 58 23 46 (I BT ) Sz ik I R A 17
s R ZEGE FEEHNPTRRE TR T 23 R AN WOER
P T (BREESC > 2004) o 75 il DUk DS T A7 A B 3L
T B I R0 SR > — R B AR A T REZ E
A0 > RILEGE AR B AR > LR A B B -

FUHCBTHR 5 0 BRI Y [ AR R | AN [ A ) R | 2 R
DA B R ZE A R IER VIR BT S W A R
] B R T 2 45 B4 LR T B A B M5 B OIS B AT 2 U R AN
B 5| SRy o ARBAER » W90 Q0 RIS S B AR A v A S 1 gk

R 5 B B M RS Sy R I HETT IR AR IR R
ARG 2 B AT e S8 R TR N e 8 > WA RE -

By

N
7
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e~ R BT FR S T VR - ZBOACR A B E HEA
B BB TR o — BLYER Ko A Ao [m] 2 28 B i A FREE
BEEANARKL o MBS 15 T 009 B A E AR RAR A > 0
AR IBEEMO S AR > BEA B EE A B ISR -

MRER - FEEHXR

R

A FRARAE O H R RO A RN S - — 7T > Wi
NGILLZ B R A i R LB 22 0 ~ AR Tr 8t A EUL R AR > &
LA S DA L R SETE A T SRR LE o S5 — 7T —SEIR AR SR
SEHETEYE QI A0 (3R R OB R U 5 MR ARE R R B AR 5 3
ORI B ERESE) (BRI » 2013) XALASAR 250 1 22 AW o

9 1] BN 5 2 [ 1) 55 3 AN L5 3 0 DR 48 25 AR St (03 - T L= 34
DABREEEE T AL I 4% IR ] 09 F AR ~ B AL ~ SIAE G pi B A e
DAS BRSSO bh o AR A O R IE R A S

BBV NS T 8 2 A WA L > T Fe 3L a7 S At
BB P A DU R RAFAE o KBS R B 5735 S B AR B0 AR 25
—i o P EOREEREIE RV [ A EHCE R S R e B A D
SE FEAP VL TR AS 7 1 AR o BRI BRI D't w0 i I R P Sk AR AL T
o R (B B A ) DA R R 6 B MR R O - TR L8 R % K AL
/N WRSE B i /N 2 AL S P L AR AN BN (=D - 2015) ©

A A 7 7 v R /NS S | > AP B R T DUE B 25 RS R B
B BHENRMNZ IR TA A R EEE o Ak AR s A
Al EREL LR RETHELE > BRI G =6 KRR E
W Rl - GRIT AR - CRERHR) (20164F4 A = T)) 1 G H #0
LA B AP 14 5 A0 ORI B 1 S B T o T A AU 9 2 AR
i ARAE L A i A i i B 5 TR M AR S A
H g 5 N2 O IR 1 i 8 T RE A A LB A > A R R R - REE L
S R OT RB I 325~ 7R i B 2% R E R DL R A SR R (AR
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% 5 2010) © HIFIH % 41— AT A RIS TR T = BT 4 (3 107
kB (S HE—) -

Bl — 7l s S SR AR iR

N T

i
ik R H
BRI R IR
R KE# BEPEH #Bli H
SCRESR  ROUr A REHS AW mrERS W AM730  HUR H R

i

RFBIE Rt

BRI R - RFEE - B0 (2016 - B3 H 25D (2015) - #RERHE (2012) - #K I (2013))
FE OB AR A e B R RO M CRITER RO £ S SCHAR s CIrfo iR 201547 H 12 H
ZEIR1ETI

TE R OY RE = 3R 53— i > BHIRA AR EIRT 5% - BIMNE
172 HEAC TR B 5% 1) B A Y > R o BL A o SR > R 7T B BRI (E 2
Bl ER KRR RO G EAT B REE > B EA R T ST
A EERE S IRA (Fung, 2007) °

B SR A Hb R AR BOA B 22 AR K > HEMAEAR L B o fE B
FPAE R B2 IR B AR E TR E (BRERAE - 2012 5 B0AR5E > 2010) - DA
SRR TERBIR T HOFR IR A E A N &5 R arie ~ > &
AT AT DA RS O R Y B AR AN R SR AR ET B O g | A R [
%o MR DL T R ANAE A MBS PR S LAY AG A — M o

R © MME N AIRIRE e

FAM A 1 — M 5 0 P MRS > A A I A5 T A AP0
H b Al BEAAAE B A R IR 8 - — TR A A5 B 1 3R B AR AR P L
RECERAAT BB > gl Sl A SRS A 2 - 5 — R AE
T3 A B L T SR AN T R ) e e AR AR o
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ANEWE PP —FE > NME IR ERLZ T - TEZ RS 2
Joi A VAR I S R I AR R 1) AN R AT e e A AR R S 1) S A v s Ity B
P AR PR AT A ) B 45 Bl N 25 T 5 o i AR TR B 1 A A R
WOE A RREA B A > LR > AT A A S ) RICEE P R A M R
UUHETE 58 A A5 VR I (1) A5 IR o B IR AE ) EA& R A 25 B TR
REHWEERE S » T —8EABBRE - #3835  MBER 5 H
ERBRFEAL o T EFE AR o MRHRJEEN BLAE AR URE (sleeper effect) 1)
RS TR KR AR ] - 4% 35 48 B2 BE 2 IR T R #8848 ik
SB35 %L A9 AL (Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949) o

ANEEARAG > S e ML B A %) A0 3 5 M A8 ME A0S il
B AR 2 B ANF B > 5] 80y 8 R E Ak 3 DL 2R A
oo NMMESE AN EESEE T 5 = B0 A B e
BadE) 5 =~ AR AAMA S FIEBIRBE MR ) 5 U~ 2 R OCER A AL R Y
I EAE R s 1 2R 5 R A TR BB AR fE i
R 25 -

By TR AE 7R IR RN BB R 2 R & A BRAR - 2 At
JERK I BAAR > FoAM 0 5T B 7S 2014 45 R 4317 T —THRLTE AR
HERMHE A > TEENARBERA RS EE > A RH
B RE 0 7 V5 B R A 0 S ST B o TR A8 i — 0 B AR 1Y B )
WF > 78 (1) RIRGR - BIAME RS R TE Bk 2 A 5 3 (2) @A AN -
RS AS B G B O S e ELAE T RAR 5 E—25 3 (3) 84k > AP
A SRS 5y B O R e R R > BB R RR R 1R A o

FRAMTE T AW B SRR A B Y A S A R B [ R A A
Wk B A AEST T R o FAM AR IR 7 AR B T 2418 5F
HIAMA OB BRI A G RAE A 205 o R ZK > B2 AE
BOBEYTRMARZE - R Z e R RS e S o
TE TR &5 AR I 3R A Bk & PP 8RS0 F o BT ek K4 B IRF 30 738 o I
Ak 181 52 977 2 s T 80 JT AR ©

BTk ) B GG T R M ¥ > FEH 0SS B2 1 RA B
1% > EHAM > 55 B MBI AE A BRI 7 B 0TS LR ) 52377 3 A 1l
ERFRIEE - HE - B 7B I AF5 B HIRU (Shimp et al., 1991) >

137



138

Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2018). Published by: The Chinese University Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

(CEFEAE2T) - (K1) % 46 H (2018)

A B B CWAREEN BRSO - BhEREE IR AT 17 R
Fr L AR - B e BRI R - BRRE B REEE > DA
G ITREE o N DEAE BB TE s a2 58 =3/ sy -

FmEE > WaIERARRIES > TR 5 133250 & A
ZIEREtn o BIE L HSRMEHA B E » Irf e &8sz
REAR R TE R > BT A MER AT #2582 — 30 » IRy B
RIS E— S5 AT HIAEESF IR > PEE— PR RR 012 5 32 50 o S0 AR B ) R g )
OB R IR > B B G REREER] o FRAMEEEH B REE MER Y BT
TR > MR RET R —F > MG IS — R B2 > ®
A ATAT A 52 55 BT AT 2K 0 B 15 A B B 7 R R s -

Fe— R BLIY Z 24 (7 52 55 35 1 DU N T BR A8 RE B0 o4 - MERI - 4R
B~ AN H AL R ZBEFRRE o 2358 A B /NS5 25 7% >
RN 4057 > WEEMTERENHMEREMREE - B -
F o RE P25 E &Lt > 40580 E > H #H#E%30,000L - A
ARG -

F— REIHENDBIEES G

. TR AR KA HE MR
o (Z=13N) (<25=11A)  (<$30,000=15\) (sAB =11 N)
1 & <25 <30,000 AR}
2 s <25 <30,000 AR}
3 s <25 <30,000 AR}
4 S <25 <30,000 < AR}
5 LE >40 >30,000 <ZAB}
6 E >40 <30,000 <R}
7 E’s >40 <30,000 <AKB}
8 s <25 <30,000 < AR}
9 s >40 <30,000 <R}
10 " <25 <30,000 <AF}
11 [ >40 >30,000 AR}
12 i <25 <30,000 >R}
13 'y <25 <30,000 >R}
14 s <25 <30,000 AR}
15 s <25 <30,000 >R}
16 i@ <25 <30,000 <P}
17 i >40 >30,000 < AKB}
18 ) >40 <30,000 <A}
19 5 >40 >30,000 AR}
20 5 >40 >30,000 AR}
21 7 >40 >30,000 <AE}
22 5 >40 >30,000 >R}
23 5 >40 >30,000 >R}
24 L] >40 >30,000 AR}
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Bk B LR IR - 57 B B 25 E A AR EH R RS R —
MR A A I > B AR A 79 A ) S B A (R A0 ) £ R BRR > — Mk
) 2 N > 0 — DA At A e A 5 8 P VOB 180 e I 2 S LA L -
& 5 B A =R T A E R R - #R
Z B BRI e e R > UOE TVB (s IO R e i Y 7
WE) A EREB M o RA— 255 2 U7 W0E A & B A E T
CHRSRO 1Y [ 22 i -

WA — AR 5255 5 e sk B F = 32 2 D R Rp 4 S 15 T DL
A ] — i8] B 2 AR B B[R] 285 - a3 A FRAM BEUAR AT o FRAMEE A i B s
TGO > 2 DB I R 32 9 WA 13 B B PR - A 58 2 A F1E H
] 78 26 ] RE R AR A5 RIS T B ARG 43 - BB BT ek B4R 2 38 4
A A B YR BN AME 1 o 52w s 1% SR R AT B e L B P
J& > PR S M AT DA EE B A R R [ AR R R ) B AR A AL B
% (post hoc rationalization) DA K> P B i il o

RO T 2402 B A i P L A R 4 A R A =
B o AL e 2 =8 AR ~ e A - B R o 2
JhiE = A D R AR 00 I A TR 2 18 BRELAEE A 0 SR o RN DR IR L
BALPER) B4R E I o o > [HBURE B AT ] — e fl A Sl AR 238
FEME AL S > BRI ACR IS A FRAIC | RFAR [ SR 4% | 25
MR R B o [ AR/ ARTEITELAFEE - [ EIMH
AR ) — R4 JRAE MR o T8 4/ AR )R e s AR 7R O R R A 1
P o sk A1 B A B B A ) o 7 R S AT I O SRR T A
A1 F A O JE 25 7 S FAE A R T A B | o ML Z T > [IREETR R | 2%
75 R R B O R o

b6 D5 R 1 B A T B A SN BR B I R ) o TR NET B ) 45T B
o 2l HARE R BELR > A0 HEHBEZEZEREREmS - [
Bk > [1RZ Na i AR J DA R [ H2 A7 A ik AR 00 007 PR P AR i sk & kL
B L VTR IR e L RE > B R s s D R R A Y o
27 A 1) 2 e — AT DA B 1 TR B B AR [ B A N = ] REGE
2 A BB RN e 4T P ) e A AR 2 A 5RO\ I I (e 00 R B 1 —
gy W — RS H (FEH) B — R T PR R ER A 2
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[ BRR o (MR SR Ed > & R AR B Carey (1989) 1 &4 HR UBIAH
AT AE KT E 2R T BT > 5 AR 2 A0 R ST B A
NJEUL = 2 Ay B 32 AR

00 R T - O Y T 2R P L A R b AR AL Er
i PoEE MM R S B N2 o REBETTH
R E T HUTER [ HOMT IR AR BT B AT B0 AR R o AR
B R BRI D PR RS R AR BRI R > 2
S A ) DELG 058 R PR P g o R L BT EE O AR A A A A
WA 1 1) 4 2 - T (R S e RS w] PR TR A o Bl - 2
O TR P HE B REURRCED > R BRI E T S R (B
FY i 2

F 2 E BRI = R R A

EPNVAE] R Hiflg B A
o LB BELAR A * FEEFT T o XF - R BE=G—
o TIE/ ERmRE o ot/ EE o T
o B/ BT o Bl A7 o TR
o BRYRAT I EEEIN =G T o NS
* FIRRIE o Wknh R o A 1 P
o I fE A ES
o B AETE B — 023 (AN IR « AR

15 HRAR 5 B B IR B R 4% )

REAHLAC > (5 SR e BRI B S AR YER - A — (A& 12
BIAAEH3 o BN ~ Hedr A0l T 1Y D R B R o R T Y
AR AR (FRAM A B by 58 25 MM & ) > ARIEAR B - A5 J1 A
T T 2 TR BRAR A R o Bl A R ) = 2R R A S M
J3 o ANEAL R T FOAS BT SR (0 R BT o LA B ey g TR A
R ARG P A I IR A2 1) [0 25 A B A6 i e B A5 ) o A 244
FiE T A ABUE B0 BRI B > TR S
TFIKTRRERE - = AV AR RE -
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INENAE B ik R (F ik A7 40)

W7 R HEAT B 2 R A > B B BRI S — KIE AR IS5 A S
A SRR B RG> IRAR W MM A A IR A A
PGS o A > B J17E R0 R RERER A — 2R 19 32 9 R 4
FARRe > —IRFREZE > KOBBAR N A B 5 A4 5 B A KIEE A1
) e 2 LS AN 2 RIS o MM LE IS0 A S E FR B —
AR R EREE A A -

BERE > ZPEHAEINERKE R EEE LN EENER
BEYEREBHAY > HA AR o A G 0 BRAR LR A AR (5 H O HOE
H TBRIC R AP | 5 A NGRS I {5 0 2 B0 8 UM N o8 il 7 1% B0k
B BREVR S AR ILEE AL R R L AR B A NEERAE
I3 568 0 ) B A WA > S AL BEUR B BRAR o S W T koA
SEMETTRERERN R 2 Rl AE o Blan b — W25 (RSEA > 4258 - KA
i) wi

BRMEA - R F AT A EABOBEAZR - KR
MEAFAMEBE Tapa T T R A &
KA, o R » AASIBERE -

(R RZERIL ARSIy oo RARE S B3k 0 L ERBEHAF
Concrete PLT 577 &3k + BAEIEZBORET - 14 A T Kokl O &
AE d¥ 0 AT o} BL authority & 442§ EBLAFA81E o)

A > Rt (355 R IUR) RIERBUEA AR

R B AR KL B — B et o i AR
MR SR R KR o BT SR RAR RS T AR B AT
RIFR  hRAERE @b AL RERHAYE & —BEHEF
Wid o AN RATELH o

(FRZFRL  AREAHGHBREIBAT R BE KR MEWRTH 4o
St AR A H R @RI KRR o HATAREFRENE S
R e R AL BT R KA MR EAE KA KB —@ILE 3t
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P EABEMIE AR ERBETFHEREgTHRT THAW
hEHTEL )

T A S0 2 1 [ 25 L 2 A o Sy B T > (H R AR SE — IO AR
RF T HEpZahi F s MM E L E R BRERRAE T 1% 1 H B
TEHE | o 52508 0 0 w8 2 B I e R 4k AL e I AT R > i HL 2 A Rk
FIHKSE S 1T 5 S O (5 B A B

B TiE— L RABERZ R0 H P AE I EE  RATES R %
T — A 12 BAEA - (AR - B EF AN TZ B 1 K R LU
A T BB ST~ HOE A TR - AR E AR o 2 > BB HLAN
A by B R IER VA 468 97 S 9 R A ) 2 S o (LR B R D S A o [
S R K F— EENFEIRUARE H VB > M A HAEE > B MR
SRR LS (i Skl R A

BfEIR 24 R 5237 2 A — R KRR R [ E s > (A 22 NRR A
SR 2 MR AR b P — fe LS 7 W AR sl i B A5 7 0 W4
MRz — o BRI CIFR) A5 v (S A T ] ) - o T TR 1 S o 2
AETERLZ NI FRAM BT ATE R 2 2w 5 S B e AT AT
% FR LA 20 A O B AN Fop 8 o

A TERR 2 CORFRD A5 8 SR T B AS e CHA SR - 72 18 ] Rl P A
(52 57 8 TR R L o H A IR AT IRp TH A ARURN 40 4% S 4 > 32 5 5 M B AE
AR S %) TR [T PR RS o o B B i M T - FRAM R B B 22 1 S R A O B
() 4% 320 5 4% 4 AL (Haidt, 2012; Hawkins & Hastie, 1990) » 15}
B H AR MM [ FERE s o R -

2N A SR e AR SR LB PR ) S ME SR AR 4 B A
W RERRAETT 1)« — {18 ) pA) 4R SRR A0 B A AT (T RRIPE ) > — 1l )
SMRFEIER R (TARRMIE]) - BAZHEH A CHBERRM
I B NERE NG Bl 2 SR (M R > SR A AR R M [ IR
B FRAR ] H s (IR (=)

F R T IR A HRAR A CHAR) > AR = > RIS Bl S 581
TR > [ &N M B B HR Ty o TR YE | — 22 5
B OB R R IRAR A > B35 AR R—F & A
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FAr AR T R TS ([T KRB A BNE 3 Ak ol & 1815 4
Z 1) s SR mhae ([E MR KN TEZXUIMEE]D) ; BB T #
([ IRIEH AEHWACHY MU FI N2 > 582K F 21 & 4R ARE 1Y I B 75
1) o B AR > I AE AR50 R AR 20 AR 2
Rz 2 AMEIY (Rimmer & Weaver, 1987) o

AR > [ARFRAPRE | —F T 1 A9 % S i th AN 228 KO0 2 A7 L
SRVER > 2 [HTAM SRS 3P |5 T KIS AR i B 88 5 [ 38
AR A AR KBRS AR KA 5 T IR %8 8 4F — ELAEE T %
G o IE A LG B A7 By LR IRE R CI R B A B ELAE T AR
IRF T s (902 F AR JE Y i DA™ 2 458108 B O i 5 R 3 () ik
BRAE > B AP E o — R B A ) TR AR I BRI T
HSEVER TR )R RN S8 ST Y AR T 8T O ST ST B B WAL R
F IR BB DA A N L5 5 AR SRk o

R ZUR BT AR COHD A5 Ty fewi i A (IR WE 2 | i ol e
P B HAR vs. (I HO) : R BLB B (JG 12T

TP iy idiok o
cRFMIAT - BET o AER NG
o TR0 TARRG 2 TR E0E 14 o A IRACEE R/ 22
o FEHOS O MATR SRR ~ B0 - AR « SBACE > KB MBE IR 5 IR AR A 1
Prh AVH [ 5
o AN - HEAR 18 KT A 57 H) o (WY B AR 2 T E W SL AR Sy - 8
< A TE - BRI HCH®RD FepA A A S A A
o A IRAOLZE T s RIFEN ~ AR IEARZ FLA AHR R IAR 1y
AR
o BAT A AR

[ PE TR DA R T R | g o] 2550 AN 2 A B BE R 9 1 B
] — {18 32 307 2 1 TH U8 TR ) R R0 AN T o8 () B4 L P ) 2 o AE—
ERSE F o AP DI A — RS & MMOBR R A S 7
T B O 7E 58 A0SR AR A5 R R B S v > 2 B RN P B 2 P S Y
FHEEEY AW (Katz et al., 1973) °

R ERTER > RAMB BT RRIE R > AMF IS — B AOE AR Z
RS A R T R A A P Y ] A SRR A A A R RS o MR R A
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15 109 2 #6782 2 B O MU A5 0 RO B - A2 A B0 [ 2 AR S
S PR ] BRERZ AT R T AR B O B o ) — B
M 2 SRS - 2 B2 9 3 46 A8 KRR AR 18T A AR A A AT — I8 )y
T B ) A EE BRI 553 o

A5 o B R

ARSCBHR IR — 05 R > R A B SEE ZR0 B P AE )
] B 5 FE SR VR AL MR MERZ A 2 3 8 R R PR BB R 1 - B
B2 0 > FRAM S 1R A5 1 R 58 A0 = S A8 Bk B A 4R AR
—~ AMEIEH SR T R AE R =
WG TR EA S BT -

AT T EE Bl — B AR REAZ B - — 3w N2
{14 B A (RIS 7 o B AR A T s e ) R 6 D B A TR 2 S > TR Y
i B S R AR IE  RE 2 RN B RO A5 R > RR IR AE 1 BN AN A fE
Z I EAHRE > SR 0t T &R R -

TR BE T oR 0 45 B8 3 T M5 I 7% th AR A 0 S Al = B2 ) - [ IRF
W TR JEMEER, o Horp > I EBURI MBI B2 EHAE T
W0 R > A8 AT DL BRI AE T PeE PG BT & F R 25 3
5 TR S| B /E e H B BB o iR IR B A T
W DA % ) 58 L i R ) 36 ) B A2 W A M Rk 2 A o PRFRE AR AROIR
B8 > 00 H B T BABGR R > B DUS I sb RS bR TR S AR i B A
£ B 1 ) 5 AL B o TE I FRAM R A ARER > [ AF 7 ) 5T o] B
SHCRH B ) ) 5 2 Rt B 2w A A = e T R R Y TR
ZHre

FRAM Y 5% B B 2 i — TR SO ANERE  & » BRI [ v
FHHEREFN Z BN G S e 2 NMMBLE B M R 2 B2 — ] (Tsfati &
Capella, 2005, p. 254) o FiBH BT A9 [HEREE JF0 [ 280 ] —ma A be i nf
() 25 28 DA SRR B 0 575 > AN SC R BB T Y 2 a2 AR EHELIE AN E T E
B AEZ RFERE b5 35 22 A ™) Y (0 465 folf 1) A0 S (A 00 4 > DA RN R
JII A5 BEAE BRI o PR B B A A s i
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Media Credibility in the Public Mind: A Critique

Zhongshi GUO

Studies on public perceptions of media credibility are, to varying
degrees, predicated on three fundamental assumptions. First, credibility
embodies a set of generally agreed-upon ingredients whose symbolic
meanings are shared among media and audiences of different cultures and
political systems. Scholars rarely raise eyebrows, much less questions,
about the basis on which this universality claim rests.

Second, audience members engage in active rather than passive, rational
rather than irrational mental processes when evaluating the performance of
any particular media outlet. That is to say, although they do not possess the
ability to verify or validate any facts and causality claims of any news report,
ordinary people do habitually rely on certain fixed criteria, credibility being
somewhere on the top of the list, to make judgment about the merit (or the
lack of which) of media organizations, sources of information, and messages.
The nature of the ability-criteria gap and its impact on audience evaluation
of media credibility too has not received sufficient scholarly attention.

Third, high credibility ratings of media are conducive to political
participation since to most researchers a well-informed citizenship
constitutes the basis of democracy. Although media’s adequacy in fulfilling
individuals’ need for truth is contested, credibility as an important layer of
quality control in news production is not a matter for dispute. Nonetheless,
the boundary of audience trust beneficial to social health and democratic
process is far from clearly mapped out. There are almost as many
definitions as people who try to define the problem.

This essay challenges all three assumptions and offers a critique that
argues for the reduction, if not the total abandonment, of their role as
premises in theorizing on public perceptions of media credibility. Such a
critique risks fierce objections, because each of the three claims is logically
plausible and democratically desirable, particularly so when the vociferous
presence of political authorities, media industry practitioners, and members
of the academia has endowed media credibility with a dominant place in
public discourse that appears to be natural. The ascribed halo serves the
dual purpose of keeping the notion alive and reinforcing its legitimacy.
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Contrary to common belief, we see the heavy involvement of power in
discussions of media credibility as a cause for concern instead of
celebration. For one thing, apart from an informed suspicion of hidden
agenda (e.g., gains in control, profit or career advancement) by incumbents
of important institutional positions (e.g., top government officials, business
tycoons, and renowned scholars) whose voices on credibility, or any other
issues for that matter, are usually the loudest, this view of ours also stems
from a survey of literature on media credibility where two impressions
emerge. Studies either: (1) revolve around the making and maintaining of
credibility at the message production rather than evaluation of it at the
consumption end (see Metzger et al., 2013 for a review) or, (2) show results
of audience responses at the reception end that are likely to be
methodological artefacts.

In the decades that have followed the early experiments on credibility
(Charnley, 1936; Hovland et al., 1953), an implicit agreement has formed
among communication scholars that media credibility may best be
understood as an integral component of media professionalism (Van der
Heide & Lim, 2015; Westerman et al., 2014). And the content of media
professionalism is intimately tied to the broader scheme of universal values
(e.g., freedom, equality, civil liberties, rights of citizenship etc.). Very much
like the utopic society envisioned by subscribers to universal values, diverse
usages of the concept of media credibility are more or less pegged into a
normative frame: what media ought to do.

In communication research, the ought-be contrast in media
performance introduces an unsettling paradox: the observed denies the
expected. A typical example would be the gap between journalism ethics
taught in the classroom and those practiced (more likely bypassed and
resisted) in the newsroom (Hanson, 2009). In a significant way, this
problem lies at the core of media credibility research (Fisher, 2016) because
it makes measurement of credibility susceptible to two inter-related threats
to validity. One is the so-called mere presence effect and the other is social
desirability bias.

In the pages that follow, we first address the methodological issues
that impede the operationalization of credibility. We will then move on to a
detailed critique of the three assumptions mentioned above. In the third part
of this essay, we will present a case study of credibility perceptions by
newspaper readers in Hong Kong.
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Mere Presence Effect and Social Desirability Bias

Regardless of research methods adopted, nearly all existing studies of
audience perceptions of media credibility ask participants to rate whether a
media outlet, source or message is credible. A common practice is to
substitute the word “credible” with some of its derivatives or synonyms,
usually in adjective form. Among the most frequently seen are: trustworthy,
accurate, objective, believable, professional, competent, expert, attractive,
comprehensive, fair, honest, and the list goes on (Armstrong & Collins,
2009; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986).

An obvious problem is that these words, which are conceptually
distinct, varied in levels of abstraction, and open to diverse interpretations,
are used interchangeably, as if the vast differences in their meanings and
intentions behind are of no meaningful relevance to perceptions of
credibility (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Linguistic representations
of reality contain nuances and subtleties in shades of meaning across
even the closest synonyms that, if overlooked, could result in distorted
and sometimes opposing understanding of the terms (DiMarco, Hirst, &
Stede, 1993).

For example, semantically, trust suggests a deeper and more moral-
bound level of faith than believe; expert denotes a greater degree of
knowledge in a field of specialization than professional; and both objective
and comprehensive can only be taken as relative criteria (the difference
between relative objective and non-objective being insignificant), which
defeats the very purpose of their use in evaluations of media performance.
Although adherents of news objectivity and comprehensiveness probably
see it otherwise, absolute objectivity and comprehensiveness are practically
non-existent. Granted that each of the synonyms of credibility used in
various studies could be viewed as indirectly tapping the same underlying
idea (e.g., Fisher, 1993; Metzger & Flanagin, 2015), however, semantic
distinctions among them may be too large or too fuzzy to serve the purpose
of interchangeability, not to mention the almost unlimited variations in the
meaning of the same term across different historical periods and cultures
(Kim & Kim, 2016).

A more latent problem, however, is the fact that their very presence
primes participants to ideas that are likely dormant or even nonexistent
prior to the interview and narrows attention to normative aspects of media
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performance and professionalism. If true, then responses thus generated are
likely, at least potentially, to be a methodological artefact. We term this
phenomenon the “mere presence effect” to refer to the impact the presence
of response categories in questionnaires has on the chances of their
selection by respondents. Three methodological issues ensue. First, previous
research has discovered that respondents share the tendency to choose
response categories, including some very uncommon ones, simply because
they are presented to them as answers to closed-ended questions (Schuman
& Scott, 1987). The results reverberated with those from an earlier study by
psychologists Tversky and Kahneman (1973) who found that availability
heuristics is capable of guiding decision and selection.

The availability heuristics, which links external environment and
internal schema, intervenes in mental activities as shortcuts to expedite
judgment and decisions. It denotes the false connection between the ease
with which an event is brought to consciousness through recall or external
cues on the one hand and the perceived importance and frequency of
appearance of that event on the other. The mere presence effect shares
much of these properties and can be aptly seen as a large subset of the
availability heuristics. It typically manifests itself as cues in the following
four cognitive processes: (1) reducing abstract concepts such as
trustworthiness and competence to concrete mental imageries (e.g., the
appearance of a TV anchor or the fame of a newspaper columnist, etc.); (2)
increasing the perceived frequency with which events co-occur and ideas
co-appear. This process, known as emplacing, makes arbitrary mental
associations between concepts appear to be natural (Hilgartner, 1992). For
example, if a questionnaire item seeks answers on whether a news report is
“factual”, it is likely to bring to the mind the concomitant idea of “fairness”,
despite the independence and drastic differences in meaning of the two
terms; (3) although this kind of elicited association is akin to priming, the
intimate connections between the co-occurring ideas in available heuristics
are largely false and illusory (Chapman, 1967). The perception that a media
outlet with an independent source of funding is more credible than the one
with advertising revenue is a case in point; and (4) creating a chain effect
whereby the mere presence of a value-laden term (e.g., credible) in a
questionnaire will lead to an overestimation of its importance which in turn
will perpetuate its ties with media performance and strengthen the
probability of its selection by respondents.
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Viewed in this light, one can say that by asking respondents to indicate
their preference for or agreement with a questionnaire item, researchers
have quite literally given the item license and forced people into pre-set
choices (Plous, 1993). Although this can be said about all closed-ended
questions, the problem this brings about is particularly pronounced for
media credibility studies due to the moral standing of the concept. One way
to remove the mere presence effect is to place credibility related words and
statements after respondents’ ideas about media performance have been
obtained, ideally through open-ended questions. This was what we did in
our case study to be described later.

Second, apart from availability heuristics, respondents are pushed by
another invisible hand to express favorable attitudes toward measures of
media credibility. That is “social desirability bias”. People who lack deep
convictions about what credibility really means and are unequipped with
the ability to confirm or disconfirm information usually resort to normative
statements, conventional wisdom, common sense, or accepted official
discourse in the direction of social desirability bias (Schuman & Presser,
1996) even in open-ended questions. Similar results were reported in a
study (McLeod et al., 1998) that found although most American
respondents expressed unwavering support for First Amendment rights
when stated as abstract principles (e.g., freedom of assembly and freedom
of the press), few were willing to endorse these rights in actual practice
(e.g., neo-Nazis rallying in Jewish neighborhood or sale of pornographic
magazines on university campus). Apparently, a general misconception
about the true meaning of constitutional rights in social practice prevails
even in a democracy like the United States. Respondents’ expressed support
for the nice-sounding rights is nothing more than a systematic yielding to
social desirability bias.

Media credibility is expected to exert weightier social desirability
pressures on responses than other concepts in journalism studies not only
because of its nature as a summary measure of performance. More
importantly, credibility is media professional principles and norms
personified. As such, the social desirability bias associated with credibility
perception works as an internalized system of value, which dwarfs other
criteria of judgment and makes it practically immune to skepticism
(Nederhof, 1985). In a way, the bias thus manifested resonates with the
moral licensing effect whereby one’s value alignment with a perceived
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position of (socially desired) righteousness tends to greatly reduce one’s
awareness of and concerns about one’s own negative attributes and negative
consequences of one’s behaviors (Monin & Miller, 2001).

Acts of dissimulation and endorsement of socially desirable values in
everyday life outside of experiment laboratories are variants of a simple and
broad human need for approval (Crowne & Marlowe, 1980). More narrowly
defined, in an interview setting, social desirability bias points to latent
factors lurking beneath people’s manifest responses. These factors are goal-
oriented and predictable because they share the common trait of positive
impression management. To the extent that social desirability triggered self-
censorship exists, studies of media credibility could contribute to relevant
literature and general knowledge on human motives by treating it as an
intriguing source of mental and behavioral variance rather than an inherent
error to be corrected or a disease to be cured.

Third, social desirability bias could also distort empirical findings on
media credibility perceptions in a different direction. The importance of
credibility may be over-represented or exaggerated in opinion surveys
because people on both sides of an interview think questions about
credibility deserve to be asked and answered. The co-operative act of
answering an opinion question by respondents gives the question legitimacy.
One can say that a completed questionnaire contains both the well-
concealed intentions of its designers (to avoid hypothesis-guessing as a
threat to construct validity) and the passive compliance by respondents. The
entire process implies “an agreement about which questions are worth
asking” (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 124).

Taken together, past research on credibility perceptions typically
primes responses on questions that appear to be commonsensical, socially
desirable, natural, and legitimate, thus tinting study findings in favor of the
conclusion that media credibility is highly salient in the public mind. The
case we are making here is that evidence on which the conclusion is based
may be an artefact of research design.

Having discussed the implications of the methodological problems in
credibility research, we now return to the critique of the three assumptions
outlined at the beginning of the essay. These are: universal criteria
assumption; rational evaluation assumption; and antecedent to political
participation assumption.
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The “Universal Criteria” Assumption

Credibility research generally divides the object of study into three
closely related and yet conceptually distinct loci: the message carrier or
media credibility; the message initiator or source credibility; and the
content of the message itself or message credibility (Metzger et al., 2003;
Sundar, 1998). However, the criteria employed to gauge credibility across
the three contexts are essentially the same in different studies, which have
more or less explained the high correlations among different scales of
measurement (Roberts, 2010).

As mentioned above, adjectives being used interchangeably with
credibility are seldom cast in comparison across belief systems, forms of
media, cultures and political systems (Johnson & Kaye, 1998). Of particular
interest is not whether terms like believability, competence, and objectivity
accurately describe the meaning of credibility, but whether they mean the
same thing to people of different group memberships and ideological
stances (Gaines et al., 2007). In all likelihood, loyal readers of partisan
newspapers of contending political alliances may find their respective
source of information equally believable and competent (Cohen, 2003).

The first issue to be taken with this assumption, then, is the problem
of leaving ideological congruence out of people’s credibility judgment. In a
study, Kim (2009) found that audience members of eight consolidated
democracies all expressed satisfaction with the political system and its
representative media. Similarly, Oyedeji (2010) showed that audience
perceptions of credibility of news media are a direct function of ideological
consonance.

In their book Comparing Media Systems, Hallin and Mancini (2004)
adopted the term political parallelism to describe the near perfect overlap
between the political spectrum of a nation/society/community and that of
the mass media. The right-wing, left-wing, and independent political
factions all have their corresponding, or parallel, voices in the media.
Subsumed under political parallelism are five factors: media’s overt political
allegiance; media-party institutional link; media personnel as former
political actors; journalist career advancement and political affiliations; and
audiences’ partisanship. Together, the five factors help to cement the party-
press ties, creating, in the exact sense of the word, a “credibility in the eye
of the beholder” phenomenon. Seen this way, claims about the existence of
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an ideologically neutral account in news are simply too difficult to be
convincingly built.

The second bone to pick with the universal criteria assumption is the
centrality of trust in this assumption. Trust has earned its status in research
agenda mainly due to its immediate relevance to other essential aspects of
human interaction as the staple in cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1980)
and social capital research (Putman, 1995). In media credibility studies, trust
is a judgment at the receiver end. The institutional target of evaluation and
the subjective nature of trust make opinions on media credibility particularly
susceptible to influences from authorities. Metzger and Flanagin (2015)
found that public credibility evaluations are traditionally based on trusting
government and experts which are believed to provide reliable information,
especially “when there is a limited number of sources and when there are
high barriers for public dissemination of information™ (p. 447).

The stand with which we challenge the universal criteria assumption is
rooted in the belief that full trust in any social institutions and their
representatives (e.g., hospital and doctor, school and teacher, church and
priest, media and journalist) is equivalent to a complete surrender of one’s
critical faculties and ignorance of the (any) institutions’ ascribed or aspired
vested interest. In terms of the media, this leaves public understanding of
political affairs at the mercy of those who control information, which runs
counter to the idea of the reasoning citizenship in democratic societies
(Popkin, 1994).

Early studies reported findings on the inverse relations between
perceptions of media credibility and the authoritarian political system,
which has been confirmed in more recent research. That is, compared with
audiences in democracies, those in authoritarian societies are more skeptical
of media, as indicated by their being more critical of news and news
organizations, their tendency to pay more attention to nuances in messages,
and their enduring habit of reading between the lines formed in the
socialization process (Oates, 2013). Analyses of data from 16 African
democracies on media credibility by Moehler and Singh (2011) reveal that
low political sophistication, conservative attitudes and support for
incumbents which takes a larger segment of the population account for
favorable assessment of official media.

The West is no exception. Research has found that audience members
who are more knowledgeable about media practices and devote more
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mental efforts at interpreting news are more likely to distrust the media
(Gunther, 1992; Kiousis, 2001). In effect, this pattern can be seen as a
higher ordering of message-mind relationship and a more sophisticated
form of media literacy. As Luhmann (1996) aptly stated, “...... we know so
much about the mass media that we are not able to trust these sources. Our
way of dealing with this is to suspect that there is manipulation at work,
and yet no consequences of any import ensue because knowledge acquired
from the mass media merges together as if of its own accord into a self-
reinforcing structure.” (p. 1)

For reasons not exactly ostensible, the level of audience trust in the
media has been on a steady decline in Western democracies over the years.
A recent study (Splichal & Dahlgren, 2016) offered some intriguing
comparisons: more than half of one survey’s respondents reported “extreme
trust” in newspapers in the US in 1979 but the figure had dropped to less
than 22% in 2007. In the same year, only about one fifth of respondents in
a UK survey expressed trust in the media, while in Germany trust in media
professionals ranked 29th among various sectors, followed closely by real
estate sales persons, insurance sales persons and politicians.

Seeing the slippage of media credibility in an optimistic light, Soon
and Tan (2016) discovered a positive correlation between improvements of
governance, respect for human rights and media freedom, although neither
is empirically tied to perceived credibility. In what they termed “the media
freedom-credibility” paradox, Soon and Tan (2016) asserted that while it is
a pre-requisite for diversity of views, press freedom is not a recipe for trust
of the press. If anything, to people who are privy to media’s predictable
bias, much of the observed “credibility deficit” (p. 898) are well within
expectations (George, 2007).

While a universally agreed-upon limit of trust in media may not be
attainable or even desirable (Coleman, 2012), a healthy attitude of “skeptical
knowing” toward any media at all times is expected to contribute to the
wellbeing of a community, if for nothing but a vigilance against the impulse
for control by those in power (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2010, p. 26). By
dethroning full trust, the sober-minded audience can then rely on media
credibility as an effective buffer to keep the leviathan at arm’s length.

Therefore, attention in academic research into the construct of credibility
may be insightfully focused on what happens at the reception end with
theorizing directed towards discovering either an optimal synchronization of
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audience trust and media accountability to society or its reverse—acts of
betrayal of the shared norms by one side of the social contract.

The “Rational Evaluation” Assumption

Credibility as a core merit of media has a long history of recognition
and respect by practitioners, legislators, publicists and members of
academia. Since people with the privileged right to define social norms are
usually institutionally anchored, ideas about what constitutes the proper
content of credibility tend to be shared across institutions and remain
constant across time.

But public definition is missing in this chorus of unanimity. It is
common knowledge, indeed a homily, in traditional political communication
research that message initiators are institutionally motivated professionals
whose rhetoric tends to be formal, well-organized, logical and, by and
large, self-serving. Message recipients, on the other hand, are diverse, self-
oriented, unorganized and amateurish. Institutional descriptions of media
credibility are therefore rational by definition.

In contrast, audience members are generally ill-equipped with the
professional training, tools and resources to appraise the message credibility
(e.g., fact checking, background research, etc.), deficient in knowledge to
ascertain source credibility (e.g., qualifications and biases of the pundits
frequently cited or invited by media to comment on current issues), and on
average unmotivated to assign priority to media credibility in their choice
of platforms and outlets (Tsfati & Cappella, 2005).

In practice, most people are predisposed to rely on rules of thumb or
short cuts in their judgment and selection of media, be it the third-person
effect, trust in media or hostile media perceptions (Tsfati & Cohen, 2013).
Some of these rules of thumb are overtly irrational and others more subtly
so. Their conceptual distinctions are yet to be fathomed by communication
scholars. In a study, Fogg and associates (2003) identified over 18 clusters
of cues people rely on to assess media credibility across 10 content
categories. More than half of those cues (e.g., author reputation, writing
tone, etc.) border on the irrational. Of particular interest is the power of
self-confirmation heuristic which emphasizes the strong positive relationship
between information-prior belief congruency and credibility assessment.
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Individuals tend to discount or discard information if “it counters their
existing beliefs, regardless of how well argued, exhaustively researched,
comprehensive, or appropriately sourced it is” (Metzger & Flanagin, 2015,
p. 453).

For instance, people are known to give differential credibility ratings
to journalists by gender, age, and race (Balon et al., 1978; Weibel et al.,
2008). Auditory and visual messages are deemed more credible than textual
ones (Kiousis, 2001). How believable a report is depends on how well
groomed the newscaster is (Newhagen & Nass, 1989). A related finding is
that media can never fail to cultivate trust and loyalty from audiences if
efforts are devoted to making them psychologically attached to charismatic
media persona (Guo et al., 2006). And this kind of para-social relationship
has proven to be powerful in creating a double deference mentality where
people’s fondness and faith (primary deference) in a person or a media
outlet carry over to believing everything (secondary deference) that person
or media have to say (Bloom, 2012; Cohen, 2003).

Ironically, irrational evaluations of media credibility, prevalent as they
are, sometimes work in favor of the least credible media. These evaluations
can be issue specific where the most censored media outlets may turn out
to be the most trusted one in their coverage of ideologically uncontested
events (e.g., scientific discovery such as landing on Mars). They can also be
region specific where the least trusted media gain credibility, at least
uncritical reading, in their report of faraway events such as international
news (Guo, 2011). And they can be channel specific. That is, people
gravitate toward alternative media sources with their own questionable
credibility issues (e.g., social media or platforms of anonymously generated
information) to uncover “truth” of events that they suspect the mainstream
official media are trying to cover up.

The “Antecedent to Political Participation” Assumption

Researchers preoccupied with political participation as a sacred
constituent of citizenship in a democratic society have attributed
tremendous potency to the “every vote counts” kind of civic duty to the
point of preferring voting for a bad candidate (including the lesser of the
two evils) to not voting at all. The euphoria about the positive impact
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of action in political communication research has largely ignored the
power of passive resistance by ordinary citizens through non-participation
(Gitlin 1978).

Behavioral dimensions of political participation (e.g., voting,
protesting, and rallying etc.) are typically ultimate dependent variables in
traditional models of analysis and treated as the consequence of an array of
perceptual and attitudinal variables. As normative as the model gets, the
flow of influence contains the gamut of ascribed and achieved attributes,
including demographic anchoring, political interest, media exposure,
attention to specific content, information received, knowledge gained,
attitude formulated, efficacy expected, and behavioral intention anticipated,
in that order. In the whole process, media credibility perceptions are
assumed, even though empirical data have consistently demonstrated
different results (Fisher, 2016).

Social movement activists would know that neither information nor
knowledge is a pre-requisite for behavioral involvement. If anything, they
could be barriers to participation. For example, most of the Hong Kong
people who took to the streets in July 1, 2003 in massive demonstrations
against the proposed legislation for Article 23 (anti-subversion) of the Basic
Law had no idea about the specific content of Article 23 and knew very
little about the Basic Law for that matter (Chan, 2004). This finding
suggests that resentment of or hostility toward communist ideology, for
example, is deeply rooted in the psyche of protesters who would rise to
whatever occasions where intrusion is suspected and venting of steam
possible.

Unflattering though they are, both the “mere exposure hypothesis”
(Zajonc, 1968) and the “vividness hypothesis” have provided evidence
showing that people can be led to form a positive attitude towards anything
by not much more than repeated exposure to it or if that “anything” is
presented in an interesting and attention-grabbing manner. Clearly, the full
model of civic participation would be made more complete and our
understanding more insightful if researchers are willing to give the lack of
credibility as a normal state of affairs on the content production side and
credulity as a routine on the message consumption side their fair share of
attention.

As we shall demonstrate later with empirical evidence, most
individuals have never had questions about media credibility formally put
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to them. And when they do, they tend to be uncertain, hesitant and
unorganized in their answers. They neither define credibility exactly in the
same way as institutions nor consider the concept even remotely important
and relevant to their patterns of daily media use.

Case Study: Hong Kong Audience

Research Context

Local newspapers in Hong Kong project a double image. On the one
hand, residents take great pride in the community press for its diversity of
views, autonomy of editorial policy and freedom of expression, particularly
when cast in comparison with its counterpart in the mainland. On the other
hand, a sizeable portion of regular news consumers harbor no small
frustrations with some newspapers for their violations of professional codes
of conduct such as unscrupulous practice of sensationalism, rampant
invasion of privacy, and effete yielding to political pressures.

Tensions between the two images not only plague the press industry,
but have also become a perennial cause of community controversy,
readership divide, legislative reaction and academic concern. At the heart of
the problem lies the issue of media credibility.

The apparent consensus in the academia on the meaning of media
credibility is at vast variance with disparities in practice. Judging by the
firmness with which local newspapers stick to their diametrically opposed
political grounds, even the simplest definition of credibility, such as getting
the basic facts right, cannot avoid squabbles between warring camps on
both extremes of the political spectrum over which facts (or angle of
coverage) ought to be revealed and which concealed.

The real diversity of voices one sees on the newsstand that scatters
Hong Kong streets belies a virtual monopoly. Far from being a marketplace
of ideas in the classical libertarian sense of the term, local print news has
long been dominated by three tabloid newspapers, Oriental Daily, The Sun
(whose publication ceased in April, 2016), Apple Daily and their
subsidiaries on the Internet or distributed free of charge. These mass-appeal
newspapers, which are similar in their anti-communism stance and
parochial appeal, have not shown significant signs of fading out in the wake
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of the rise of social media for several reasons: long history; ideological
congruence with readers; local news centrality; and blatant sensationalism
(Huang et al., 2010). Together, these factors more than make up for what
these newspapers lose in credibility (Figure 1).

Figure 1 Location of Hong Kong’s main commercial newspapers on the local political spectrum

Sky Post (f)
HK Daily HK
News Economic
Times
HK Commercial Sing Pao The
Daily Daily News  Standard (f)
Ta Kung Pao The Sun Headline Metropolis
Daily (f) Daily (f)
Wen Wei Po Oriental Sing Tao Economic ~ Ming Pao AM?730(f) Apple Daily
_ Daily Daily Journal _
Conservative pro-communism Democratic anti-communism

Source: Chang & Liu (2016)
Note: Newspapers marked with (f) are free

On the other extreme of the ideological continuum, the overt partisan
pro-establishment press whose continued existence has been sustained by
state financial subsidies is least read. However, research in local newspaper
distribution shows that even the three biggies mentioned above have
succumbed to routine self-censorship in a bid to woo huge mainland
advertising dollars (Fung, 2007).

Despite the variability in Hong Kong’s print media landscape, different
local newspapers are pinned to consistently stable places on the hierarchy
of credibility in the public mind (Huang, 2010). That being the case,
carefully crafted questions on the true salience of media credibility for
subscribers to various newspapers could lead to interesting answers if
attempts are made to remove methodological artefacts.

Depth Interview: Credibility as Dormant Perception

We coin the term dormant perception to describe the situation where
people regard media credibility either as the lowest threshold of
performance equivalent to a license in medical practice (that is, all media
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must have it) or as the highest normative goal in news reporting that is
desired by all, but achieved by none.

In either case, credibility is dormant or asleep, unlikely to be readily
retrieved by audience members from their mental filing cabinet to explain
their choice of media or media use preferences. This kind of inarticulate
presence tends to make credibility judgment relevant only when primed.
That is, a heuristic cue is needed to awaken credibility in the schema. Once
summoned to the forefront of consciousness, the concept will guide further
evaluations of media performance due to moral and civic duty pressures. It
is worth noting that dormant perception defined here is conceptually
different from the sleeper effect which refers to the delayed strengthening
of attitude over time (Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949).

A chain of actions and reactions can be envisioned where people
could be expected to demonstrate discrepancies between their unprimed
responses and their primed responses to the relative importance of media
credibility. At stake are the following initial main factors: (1) the media
outlet or message platform most often used; (2) motivation or drive for
use; (3) external or environmental pressure for use; (4) self-reporting of
most credible media in the community; and (5) consistency or
inconsistency between the most credible media nominated and those most
often exposed to.

To explore the associations, or disassociations rather, between dormant
perceptions of credibility and patterns of media consumption, our research
team conducted a field study focused on depth interviews in the second half
of 2014. The main task is not to address all the issues raised in the critique,
nor empirically test all the proposed alternative explanations. The primary
object of interest in this study is to track the flow of a mental process that
moves from (1) dormancy where credibility or its synonymous derivatives
lay below or outside of the threshold of consciousness; to (2) dissonance
where the newspaper deemed to be the most credible is least read; and
further to (3) rationalization where readers offer various rationale to justify
their choice of newspaper and explain away the inconsistency.

With the help of five trained undergraduate journalism students who
are all native speakers of Cantonese serving as interviewers, we recruited
through snowballing techniques 24 Hong Kong residents who fitted the
demographic profiles. Each student was asked to interview at least two
respondents, record the full conversation with the consent of interviewees
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and transcribe the interview into a soft-copy Word document. The
interview was limited to within 30 minutes each, and a small payment
(HKD$80) was offered to each interviewee as a token of appreciation for
their participation.

The first part of the interview functioned as a rapport-building
prologue during which the interviewer provided a brief description of the
project without giving away the research hypotheses. Actually, the
interviewers were themselves blinded to the research questions of the
project to prevent possible hypothesis guessing bias (Shimp et al., 1991).
The second part contained 17 questions covering habits of media
consumption, opinions about social issues, attitudes towards media outlets
and media credibility. Demographic information was collected in the third
and final part.

Despite the casual appearance of the exercise, which was designed to
relax interviewees, the conversations were highly structured where all the
interviewees were asked exactly the same questions, all the questions were
asked in exactly the same order, and all procedural protocols were followed
to the letter, except for the occasional probe when interviewees were too
brief in their answers to open-ended questions. We ordered the questions in
such a way that no interviewee was primed and sensitized to the idea of
media credibility before the word first appeared half way through the
interview according to design.

Table 1 presents the distribution of the 24 interviewees along four
basic demographic measures: gender, age, personal monthly salary, and
education. The age of each interviewee was either 25 or below or 40 or
above. We intentionally created this age gap among participants for the
purpose of variance maximization. Overall, a little over half of the
interviewees were female, over 40 years old, earning a monthly salary
above HK$30,000, and with a college degree.
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Table 1 Demographic distribution of interviewees

No Gender Age Salary Education
: (F=13) (<25=11) (<30,000=15) (£B.A.=11)
1 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
2 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
3 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
4 F <25 <30,000 <B.A.
5 M >40 >30,000 <B.A.
6 M >40 <30,000 <B.A.
7 F >40 <30,000 <B.A.
8 F <25 <30,000 <B.A.
9 F >40 <30,000 <B.A.
10 M <25 <30,000 <B.A.
11 M >40 >30,000 >B.A.
12 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
13 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
14 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
15 F <25 <30,000 >B.A.
16 F <25 <30,000 <B.A.
17 F >40 >30,000 <B.A.
18 M >40 <30,000 <B.A.
19 M >40 >30,000 2B.A.
20 M >40 >30,000 2B.A.
21 M >40 >30,000 <B.A.
22 M >40 >30,000 >B.A.
23 M >40 >30,000 >B.A.
24 M >40 >30,000 >B.A.

At the beginning of the interview, participants were told very briefly
and generally that this was a media use study and were asked two
frequency-of-exposure questions about news content and the medium that
they used most regularly for information. The two questions were followed
by a question asking them to give the top three reasons why they chose
their particular outlet for news. Most of the interviewees nominated mass-
appeal (i.e., tabloid and free) newspapers, TVB (the dominant TV station in
Hong Kong) or the Internet media as their primary source of daily news.
Only one person cited Ming Pao, which is reputed to be the most credible
newspaper in the community, as the most often read paper.

Consistent with expectations, at no point in their answers did any of
the interviewees mention “credibility” or any of its synonyms as one of the
three reasons for relying on the particular medium of their own choice for
information. We attribute this result at least in part to the fact that their
responses were unprimed. They had no idea that these questions were part
of a study into media credibility until much later in the interview, when
they heard the term for the first time. The primed responses were used to
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compare with unprimed ones to detect post-hoc rationalization and the
triggering of defense mechanisms in case of clashes between the two.

Table 2 summarizes the top three reasons offered by the 24 participants
for selecting a particular media outlet. We cluster them into three
categories: personal, social and technical. Credibility is irrelevant across all
three categories. At the personal level, respondents cited seven reasons as
common motives for media message consumption. Choice of media based
on “consistency with prior belief” is reminiscent of the mechanism of
selective exposure in the two-step-flow model during what is typically
known as the “limited effects phase” of media effects research. The “job/
trade needs” claim is utilitarian in nature and so is “convenience” and “daily
routine.” “Habit/familiarity” is reflective of individuals’ innate tendency
toward passive reliance on inertia rather than innovation and adventure
because of their reluctance to step out of the comfort zone, which also
accounts for the ease with which they become “emotionally attached” to a
media outlet. In contrast, the “need for entertainment” reveals an escapist
inclination.

Influences on participants’ media selection at the social level stem
mainly from environment and external pressures. On the negative side,
“household subscription” refers to a subscription decision made by other
members of the family and one’s willingness to yield to that choice.
Similarly, responses that “many other people read it” and that following
news could serve as ‘“conversation material” resonate with a spiral of
silence process of social conformity. The only positive response in this
category is “shared experience” whereby participants expressed the wish
that their habitual media use could actually turn into a family affair capable
of bringing members of the clan closer together either in the action itself
(e.g., watching TV) or in the discussions afterwards, or both. To some
extent, this last expression brings to mind James Carey’s (1989) re-
definition of media use as ritual, that is, reading for purposes of bonding
and fellowship formation as if in a religious community.

Not surprisingly, the technological side of media form and content has
taken increasing precedence over personal and social forces in determining
habits of use. Most of the interviewees mentioned some or all of the entries
under the “technological” column in Table 2. The very nature of new media
technology centers on improvement of image quality, speed of transmission,
multimedia symbiotic union and portability, which in effect renders content
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and credibility of content to the periphery, an apparently irresistible and
irreversible trend that would perhaps please fans of the McLuhanian notion
that the medium is the message.

Table 2 Top three most important reasons for relying on a particular media outlet for news

Personal Social Technological
« Consistency with prior belief * Household subscription  * Text, picture, video all in one
« Job/trade needs ¢ Free/Cheap * Portability
* Habit/familiarity * Shared experience * Fast
* Need for entertainment * Many other people use it~ * Constant updating
* Emotional attachment » Conversation material * Re-reading possible
» Convenience/free * High definition image
¢ Daily routine (e.g., radio when * Not inky

driving; newspaper at breakfast)

Taken together, none of the interviewees acknowledged credibility as a
motivation and criterion for selecting media. Responses overlapped across
personal, social and technological categories. Assuming that the
interviewees were truthful in their responses as we have no reasons for
expecting otherwise, it is obvious that credibility is minimally, if at all,
correlated with news consumption which is driven by personal utilitarian
motives, subject to social pressures, and shaped by ever-advancing media
technology. Only when answering the question on how to improve “the
media most often used” did answers start to touch on the borders of
credibility. Four out of the 24 interviewees concurred in their view about
the need to reduce advertising, five were worried about the deterioration of
language quality in news stories, and three expressed concerns about the
increase in sensationalism and headline news.

Credibility as post-hoc rationalization

In the second half of the interview, the interviewer introduced the term
credibility into the conversation for the first time. We did this first by asking
interviewees to offer their own idea or definition of the term and then name
the most credible newspaper in the community. It is interesting to note that
when asked to define credibility, about half of those interviewed were quite
taken aback and responded with a long pause before saying they were not
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exactly sure what the term meant and how it ought to be defined. They
appeared fearful of giving wrong answers against an imagined correct
definition.

In all, definitions of credibility by the interviewees largely conformed
to the trust-based normative criteria, but were not without exceptions. It
appeared as if a significant part of people’s understanding of credibility
concentrated on “what’s missing” from the actual everyday practice of the
media. To some, media credibility entailed tighter government regulations
to curb the rampant sensationalism and invasion of privacy. Others defined
credibility as more transparency, less partisanship and siding with ordinary
people rather than authorities and corporations. For example, one
interviewee, Mr. Chow, male, 42 years old with a college degree, said:

I don’t really have a concrete word for credibility. In my view,
credibility is the press doing the right thing such as say things on
behalf of ordinary people, be truthful, and be authoritative. Otherwise,
nobody will believe media.

Another interviewee, Ms. Leung, female, 35 with a high school degree,
expressed somewhat different ideas:

I hate it most when newspapers exaggerate, and they do that almost all
the time. Those reports are misleading. Where does media credibility
go wrong? If you ask me, I think it is this one-sidedness, attacking for
the sake of attacking. Media should look deep at themselves on this.

Press freedom is something they should treasure.

These kinds of initial reactions, Chow being more positive than Leung,
are quite representative of the views expressed by the rest of the participants
on this question. They are confined within a relatively narrow frame of
reference: the press ought to act its expectations and audience members,
relying on common sense and shared rules of thumb, are capable of
spotting mischiefs the press has up its sleeves.

To dig deeper into the issue, we had built into the interview a
benchmark of credibility: Ming Pao, a six-decade old Chinese-language
newspaper renowned for its editorial independence, comprehensive and
accurate coverage, and its critical editorials on political and economic
issues in Hong Kong and mainland China. The newspaper enjoys a
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longstanding reputation for being the most credible local press outlet. The
words “No. 1 in credibility” have been on the paper’s masthead in the past
decades and the claims has remained unchallenged.

Although only one of the 24 interviewees reported reading Ming Pao
regularly, nearly all of them, 22 out of 24, named Ming Pao as either the
sole or one of the two most credible newspapers in Hong Kong. The
knowing-using discrepancy was actually anticipated, but we knew very little
about the kind of explanations people would come up with to neutralize the
dissonance that might arise in front of the interviewer.

The question as to why they do not read the newspaper deemed most
credible caught all of the interviewees off guard. With little time to think
the issue through and organize their thoughts, the interviewees had to
quickly activate the defense strategies known as post-hoc rationalization or
hindsight justification in social psychology (Haidt, 2012; Hawkins &
Hastie, 1990).

Basically, the decision-before-reason responses were divided into two
main rhetorical areas: one directed attention inwards to own choice and
responsibility (“it was me”) and the other directed attention outwards to
external factors (“it wasn’t me”). None of the participants was really
apologetic, and neither did any of them see the discrepancy as a problem or
express the desire to switch from “my paper” to Ming Pao (Table 3).

The pattern becomes pronounced and much more convincing when
one takes a closer look at Table 3, which pits “my paper” against the
benchmark Ming Pao. Responses under the “it was me” column are
rationales uttered by people who mainly pointed to the irreplaceability of
my paper either from the angle of psychological attachment (“I will miss
my paper terribly if I don’t read it for more than two days”), utility and
function (“My paper is highly relevant to what I do for a living”), or
familiarity and knowledge (“I do not need to hunt for anything in my paper
because I know exactly where everything is”). Studies have confirmed that
low credibility ratings could at least partially be the result of a lack of
familiarity with a given medium (Rimmer & Weaver, 1987).

Conversely, comments of the “it wasn’t me” type emphasized the
inevitability of not choosing Ming Pao because “it was beyond my control
what to subscribe to”; “Ming Pao is a lot more expensive than my paper”;
“my paper isn’t all that different from Ming Pao”; “Ming Pao has gone
downhill in recent years”, and so on. Some of the statements contradicted
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the earlier nomination of Ming Pao as the most credible newspaper,
suggesting that people resorted to nit-picking and fault-finding to defend
their own choice of the lesser media. A typical example would be that Ming
Pao had compromised its professional standards, changing its critical and
independent editorial policy to one of advocacy of dominant values and
appeal to the lowest market taste.

Table 3 Response to the question “Why do you name Ming Pao as the most credible
newspaper but do not read it?”

My Newspaper vs. Ming Pao: Post-Hoc Rationalization

It was me It wasn’t me
« I have grown used to my paper * My paper is a family subscription
* My job requires me to read my paper * My paper is cheap/free

« ] like a particular section, column, writer, or layout  * All things considered, Ming Pao isn’t that

of my paper different from my paper

I have an App that gathers news from different media * Ming Pao is losing its independence and

« [ cannot comment on Ming Pao because I do not read it critical edge. It is becoming pro-establishment

* I don’t just read my paper for news * My paper is read by many other people,
including my family and friends

* Nobody is perfect

The two categories are not mutually exclusive and tended to be uttered
by the same persons when trying to rationalize away the discrepancy
between what they use and what they consider to be the most credible. In a
way, this can be seen as an indication of people’s tendency to consciously
or unconsciously defend their own independence in matters related to
choice of media, which is consistent with the main postulates of the uses
and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973).

To sum up, our analysis shows that once credibility was primed and
gained salience in the mind of interviewees, responses began to take a turn
toward a normative sub-content. There is considerable invariance in
definition of credibility and proposed ways of improvement, most of which
were highly congruent with what media are expected to perform rather than
what they actually do. There is also an overt resistance to acknowledging
that the media outlet most often used by one is in any significant way
inferior to Ming Pao.
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Conclusions and Discussions

We started off with an argument in favor of the inclusion of unprimed
perceptions of ordinary people into the operational definition of media
credibility in communication research. Specifically, we raised objections to:
(1) universal meaning of credibility; (2) rational evaluation; and (3)
antecedents to political participation as unchallenged premises in the study
of public perceptions of media credibility.

Our analysis found that when the public is factored into the general
equation, some of the longstanding and prevailing assumptions about the
importance and indispensability of media credibility tend to collapse and
many of the null findings in previous studies become explainable, especially
with regard to the weak and even inverse relationships between perceived
credibility and media consumption.

Our depth interviews have confirmed, contradicted and cast into doubt
some of the major issues related to media credibility. Among them, the
strongest and the most compelling evidence came from interviewees’
responses showing that media credibility is at best of marginal salience in
the public perceptions that guide choice of media platform and content. By
not putting credibility or any of its variants into participants’ mind and by
offering open-ended questions only, we have successfully removed the
methodological artefact in many traditional measurement and kept the
concept dormant. As expected, “credible” or related adjectives did not
appear once in participants' answers to the question of top three reasons for
their media selection.

This conclusion is consistent with early findings that show “obtaining
accurate and objective information about the world is just one motivation
for watching the news (Tsfati & Capella, 2005, p. 254). Regardless of
ambiguities and debates surrounding the terms of “accuracy” and
“objectivity” in news, the main issues under investigation in this paper is
whether credibility perceptions play any viable parts in guiding media use
and assessment and how strong can credibility judgment hold its ground
when other motivations are present.

To complicate the matter, scholars have expressed suspicion about
individuals’ consistency in credibility assessment exactly because such an
assessment involves a battle between motives and norms of subjective and
objective decision-making. “The subjective assessments are highly personal
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to the decision-maker, dependent on personal judgment, perceptions, and
disposition, and often lacking an articulated logic” and tend to vary from
one decision-maker to another (Kagan, 2003, p. 374). Our argument and
case study have led to a different conclusion. The suspected capriciousness
in credibility assessment across individuals is regulated by powerful innate
psychological tendencies and external moral pressures, resulting in enduring
and highly predictable patterns of decision-making.

Views about people being tacit theorists converge on people’s innate
need to seek patterns and make sense of the world around them, preferably
in causal terms. This conception of human behavior assumes that
individuals not only know what they need, but are always actively looking
for ways to gratify these needs. The uses and gratifications theory puts
together audience members’ ascribed and achieved attributes at the source
end to explain media selection and use. Depending on the social and
psychological status of individuals, gratifications cover all the basic needs.
Wenner (1985), for example, identified more than a dozen distinct
motivations that prompt individuals to adopt a given pattern of media use,
including ego-defense, self-expression, tension reduction, escapism, killing
time, mood control and so on.

Media credibility has a special place in this elaborate and complex
web of needs. At the mention of the term, people tend to feel moral
pressures to recognize its importance and are perhaps forced to tentatively
reduce or conceal other, more dominant, needs. This was primarily what we
found in the depth interviews, where participants demonstrated almost a
“split personality” between what they actually do with media (unprimed
condition) vis-a-vis what they ought to do with media (primed conditions).
Once primed, the near total absence of media credibility as a motive for
media use in the unprimed condition is either rationalized away or fended
off by people with the statement, “My newspaper is also credible.”

Trust in media had no role in participants’ responses as to which
media to use and why use it. Although it is in everyone’s knowledge and
has every one’s respect, Ming Pao, one of the few highly credible
newspapers, was not read by all but one of the interviewees, a convincing
indication that credibility is irrelevant to everyday decisions about which
paper to pick up, what station to tune in to and what channel to switch to.
Seen differently, people may not deliberately choose to believe or rely on
media that are deemed not credible. Selection of media may very well
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precede (cued) judgment of credibility, if such judgment takes place
at all.

We had argued that people with full trust in media in any society may
fall easy prey to manipulation by authorities. Similarly, consensus among
people about the meaning and implementation of media credibility is
equally detrimental to social health when political power is the ultimate
source of definition and interpretation. In addition, according to Luhmann
(1996) the mass media form a closed-circuit message system whereby
practitioners operate in recursive routines according to rules of the game set
up by the media themselves. This self-referential nature of the content
production perpetuates media’s construction of social reality. “The mass
media seem simultaneously to nurture and to undermine their own
credibility. They ‘deconstruct’ themselves, since they reproduce the constant
contradiction of their constative and their performative textual components
with their own operations.”l(Luhmann, 1996, p. 39)

As the interview responses have shown, participants could only resort
to official, or at least the officially recognized, dimensions and indicators of
media credibility to judge the performance of newspapers, including the
one they read regularly. This rings true of Marcuse (1964)’s words in his
seminal work One Dimensional Man about the power of the social system
to dispel deviance or independent thinking and reduce these within the
accepted realm of discourse.

By the same token, the information-based civic participation model
premised on media credibility has its own blind spots, revealed as much in
the election into office of politicians that turn out to be warmongers or
protectionist demagogues as in the more mundane business of newspaper
reading. In Hong Kong, right- and left-wing newspapers usually take the
opposite sides on major political issues and are on occasion effective in
bringing their constituencies to opposite sides of the street in banner-
waving, fist-raising confrontations. Like mirror images, both believe the
media they rely on for information are credible.

While it is comforting to know that a community boasts diversity of
opinions and vibrant social space for civic participation, the overly intimate
relationship between words of the press and deeds of the public ought to
be viewed with some caution. To put it bluntly, in the pursuit of the
democratic process, neither the elite nor the rank-and-file are entitled to
having the last word.
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That said, the notion that media credibility, its construction,
improvement and assessment are mainly the job of media organizations is
still with us despite its being disparaged more widely than ever before.
Even when public perceptions are acknowledged, academic attention may
still be fruitfully paid to barriers that impede public credibility assessment.

For instance, although various specific elements of media credibility,
such as accuracy, comprehensiveness, competence, honesty and fairness
may be rated highly by audience members, very few people actually have
the resources, ability or willingness to engage in any form of validation of
them. The easiest way to verify a news narrative, which unfortunately also
turns out to be too much of an effort for most people, is to obtain different
or contradictory accounts from alternative sources. In the context of
political life in Hong Kong, the quest for truth behind news reports from
multiple sources is increasingly becoming a luxury that even the most
politically sophisticated minds cannot afford.

Empirical data gathered from the case study have confirmed our belief
that news consumption has a built-in regularity whose continuity hinges on
gratifications of the utilitarian and escapist urges a person has when faced
with choice of media, which explained why the most favored media channel
was not the one nominated to be the most credible. The issue at hand goes
beyond a simple stimulus-response, decoder-encoder and action-reaction
sort of dyadic social relationship. It also transcends the problem of what
means people have at their disposal to overcome or at least circumvent the
influence of mass media. Compared with credibility defined as concrete
manifestation of media professionalism, ideological consistency appears to
be superior in cementing the message-mind relationship.

If symbolic representations of reality by institutions are to be seen as a
special form of social force, then the entire credibility rhetoric becomes a
less glittering affair than what it claims to be. At the extreme end of the
power-resource continuum, what is said would be nothing short of a
discursive fagade of that which is perhaps more true but unsaid (e.g.,
governance vs. control; news vs. revenue; academic publication vs. tenure).
To the extent that credibility is but another abstract notion used by some to
justify status and profit, then its dormancy in the collective consciousness,
or its non-acceptance by thinking members of society, may not be an
entirely bad thing.
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Note

1 In the field of journalism and media credibility, a narrower understanding
would constrict “constative” to “hard news” and “performative” to “feature”
and “editorial”. The former refers to simple descriptions of what happens, free
of reporter’s personal judgments, while the latter sees text as either being part
of action or offering guidance to action.
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