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Abstract: Political scholars have long viewed trust as central to democratic 

political systems because people must have it, to some degree, to function together in a 

civil society. As of 2016, however, it is difficult to find trust anywhere. Guided by 

framing theory as advanced by Gamson (1992) and Entman (1993), this dissertation 

complements trust studies by asking a language-based question: “How have elites invited 

audiences to think about trust?” This longitudinal project assesses elite trust-talk from 

1948 – 2012 by using a combination of content analysis (n = 1,990) and thematic 

analysis. After identifying the prominent frequencies and significant differences within 

each chapter, I returned to the tokens-in-context to better understand elite frame-building 

surrounding trust. The themes and sub-themes are organized into four analysis chapters: 

candidates during campaigns (Chapter 3), presidents during governing moments (Chapter 

4), journalists during campaigns (Chapter 5), and journalists during governing moments 

(Chapter 6). Chapter 3 reveals that candidates (namely Republicans) made trust 

relational. Conversely, Chapter 4 shows how presidents (again Republicans) led the 

charge with their institutional trust-talk. The data in Chapter 5 reveals that journalists 

politicized trust during campaigns and then broaden the narrative during governing 

moments (Chapter 6). By listening to voices across time and circumstance, I found that 

Republican politicians offered the public a rather dysfunctional relationship with respect 
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to trust. The media often recirculated the toxic trust-talk and did very little to invite a 

more secure connection. 
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Chapter 1: The Promise and Problem of Trust 

Figure 1.1: Campaign 2016 Advertisements 

The early stages of the 2016 presidential campaign has been called many things. 

“Conventional” is not one of them. The imagines above show two strategies that the 

leading contenders on the Republican side have employed. For his part, Texas Senator 

Ted Cruz combined his first name with the word trust to create the following campaign 

logo: TrustTED. For his part, perhaps in response to Cruz’s strategy, billionaire Donald 
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Trump created a nickname for the Texas Senator: Lying Ted Cruz. For their part, 

journalists writing for traditional media, and as well as individuals chiming in on social 

media, have recirculated Trump’s claims. Is the only thing “conventional” about 

campaign 2016 the way trust has been framed? To find out, read on…  

--- 

There has been an impressive body of research addressing the role of trust in 

American democracy. Works have looked at patterns of media trust, political and 

governmental trust, and social trust. Researchers have theorized about the benefits of trust 

in all three places and the problems for a polity when it is low. Some scholars have 

assessed trust as a dependent variable, noting various forms of negativity in news and 

politics (Bennett et al., 1999; Cappella, 2002; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), undelivered 

promises by politicians (Coleman, 1990; Hetherington, 1998), and socialization patterns 

(Inglehart, 1997; Uslaner, 2002, 2008). Scholars have noted how each of these items 

contributed to changes in trust-levels. Others have studied trust as an independent 

variable, showing how it informs news choice (Tsfati, 2002; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003) 

and influences policy preferences (Hetherington, 2006). 

Most of this research points to a compelling, and potentially problematic, truth 

about trust in the United States: it has declined steeply and steadily since 1964. To date, 

however, scholars have yet to explore the role that public language might play in this 

decline. Specifically, how have elites talked about trust? Have they asked for it? Have 

they applauded it? Have they condemned it? How, and in what ways, have their voices 

contributed to its widely studied decline? 

To complement the scholarly conversation, this dissertation approaches trust from 

an understudied, textual angle. It is guided by a set of assumptions about the importance 

of political language, both for the public and for elites. In order to analyze how elites 
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have talked about trust, I use framing theory to assess how trust is framed in elite 

discourse. As “framing analysis pays close attention to the systematic study of political 

language, the coin of the realm in political communication” (Pan & Kosicki, 1993, p. 70), 

I conduct a content analysis of news media and politician discourse from 1948 - 2012 in 

times of campaigning and governing. This data set allows for comparisons over time, 

between various sets of elite discourse, and in moments where public attention to elites is 

marked by different motivations. Broadly speaking, this project advances a one basic 

research question: how have elites invited audiences to think about trust? The following 

sections of this chapter define trust, offer a rationale for studying it, and detail the 

assumptions and theoretical lens guiding this project. 

DEFINING TRUST 

While many regard it to be an important construct (e.g., Kiousis, 2001; Locke, 

1690/1988; Putnam, 2001; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003; Uslaner, 2002), trust lacks both a 

single theoretical definition and a widely accepted operationalization (Kohring and 

Matthes, 2007; Self, 1996). In scholarly work, trust is most often discussed as an aspect 

of interpersonal relationships; a person might trust her partner, family member, or friend, 

to name a few. Trust becomes a component of a relationship when there is a level of 

uncertainty because there is no need for trust if there is a guaranteed outcome (Seligman, 

1997). For instance, a worker does not have to trust that a paycheck will arrive each 

month because it almost certainly will. On the other hand, that same worker might have 

to trust a colleague that says “I’ll put in a good word for you” about an upcoming 

promotion because there is a chance that said colleague might not.  

Scholarship also identifies additional markers of trust. The formation of a trusting 

relationship is believed to take time to develop (Lewici & Bunker, 1996). Most people do 
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not characterize complete strangers or new acquaintances as trustworthy. Additionally, a 

trusting relationship is also regarded as an enduring quality that remains fairly constant 

(Tsfati, 2002; 2003). For example, employees do not trust their boss on Monday, decide 

that their boss is untrustworthy on Tuesday, return to trusting on Wednesday, and so on. 

Instead, trust shifts gradually and only changes abruptly when a severe act of betrayal 

takes place. In the end, when an individual places his trust in another, he has faith and 

assumes the other party will not bring harm (Cook & Wall, 1980). 

The concept of trust has been studied in fields ranging from sociology, 

psychology, political science, and political communication. Intriguingly, the relational 

component is common to how all of these fields approach trust. Across disciplines, then, 

trust is not a solo activity; it requires two parties or more to exist.  

• From sociology, Coleman (1994) suggested that “there are, at minimum, two 

parties…I will assume both to be purposive, having the aim of satisfying their 

interests…The place of trust allows an action on the part of the trustee that would 

not have been possible otherwise…If the trustee is trustworthy, the person who 

places trust is better off than if trust were not placed, whereas if the trustee is not 

trustworthy, the trustor is worse off than if trust were not placed” (pp. 96-97).   

• From psychology, Cook and Wall (1980) maintain “the extent to which one is 

willing to ascribe good intentions to and have confidence in the words and actions 

of other people” (p. 39). 

• From a political perspective, Fukuyama (1995) suggested that trust is “the 

expectation that arises within a community of regular, honest and cooperative 

behavior, based on commonly shared norms. Those norms can be about deep 

‘value’ questions like the nature of God or justice, but they also encompass 

secular norms like professional standards and codes of behavior” (p. 26).  
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• From political communication, Tsfati (2002) defined trust as “an interaction over 

time, between two parties with interests, in an uncertain situation. Trust is the 

expectation on the side of the trustor that the interaction with the trustee will lead 

to gains rather than losses” (p. 128).  

Drawing from the aforementioned work, this textual project approaches trust as 

having the following four components, which are shaped, shared, and—possibly—

sharpened through language. First, as addressed above, trust is relational. In a country as 

large as the United States, audiences can be nudged—via language—to believe that they 

do, or do not, have a relationship with political figures and institutions. Second, trust is a 

perception. Researchers show how it is given by audiences (Bennett, Rhine & Flickinger, 

2001; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986; Kiousis, 2001) and not automatically granted (Johnson 

& Kaye, 1998; Kiousis, 2001; Westley & Severin, 1964). The dynamic and audience 

driven nature of trust make it a ripe concept for textual analysis. Third, trust is complex. 

To ensure that they are measuring it correctly, survey researchers often employ different 

terms to assess it (e.g., Gallup uses the word “trust,” Pew sometimes uses the word 

“believe,” ANES sometimes uses the word “honest,” and the NEO Personality Inventory 

sometimes uses the word “faith”—see Kohring and Matthes, 2007). Although synonyms 

tap into concepts that are related to trust, trust is fundamentally different from other terms 

such as “honesty.” Honesty is easier to isolate than trust.  One could assess if an 

acquaintance was “honest” based on whether the person kept his word.  Assessing an 

acquaintance’s trustworthiness, however, is more complex. Is one transgression enough 

to change a perception of trustworthiness in an acquaintance? How about two? Given this 

dissertations specific focus on trust, the project employs a set of search terms including 

trust and its variations (e.g. distrust and trustworthy) to study it. Fourth, trust involves a 

gamble. Situations with complete information do not require a leap of faith. Yet, such 
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situations are rare for American citizens as the public rarely has objective knowledge of 

all world events to which they can compare news media portrayals (Lippmann, 1922; 

1925; Marvin & Meyer, 2005; Schudson, 1998). As Benoit (2014) mentions, it is 

desirable for audiences to be able to “trust candidates to work to achieve their campaign 

promises,” and “trust them to implement suitable policies in unexpected situations” (p. 

26). The public conversation surrounding trust may invite audiences to perceive trusting 

politicians as more or less risky. Taken together, these four components provide the 

conceptualization of trust for this project. These four components also provide the basis 

for subsequent points of inquiry for this project. For example, as a trusting relationship 

requires at least two parties, who did elites frame as the trustors and who did they name 

as the trustees from 1948 - 2012? Additionally, were elites framing their trust-talk 

positively or negatively? Chapter 2 will more fully explore the variables used to 

investigate these and other research questions.  

THE PROMISE OF TRUST  

Many scholars have championed trust and highlighted its role in the polity (Moy 

& Scheufele, 2000). Philosopher John Locke (1690/1988), for instance, discussed the 

government’s responsibility to those it governs, arguing in favor of sanctions for those 

who broke the publics’ trust. Political scientist Robert Putnam (2001) investigated the 

correlation between lack of trust and engagement, arguing that decreased trust and social 

capital was a result of deteriorating membership in voluntary organizations. Political 

communication researchers Tsfati and Cappella (2003) argued that trust matters “in 

almost every aspect of social life” (p. 505).  Scholars have provided varying reasons for 

focusing on media, political, and social trust, with the general consensus being that each 

has important implications.   
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1) Media trust has implications for the news as an institution and for information-

sharing. To the former, audiences are less likely to believe reporters, outlets, and 

mediated content if people do not have faith in media institutions. As Gronke and Cook 

(2007) put it, institutions like the media  “that have arisen out of social and political 

practice are unusually dependent upon the public’s support. Such power is endangered 

when public opinion begins to question its legitimacy” (p. 262). Many people question 

how outlets can continue to stay in business, make strong content decisions, and serve in 

the public good if audiences do not believe them (McChesney, 2013; McChesney & 

Nichols, 2010). 

To the latter, Media trust also has implications for information sharing. 

According to Kohring and Matthes (2007), the “news media can be regarded by most 

people as the crucial source of information about social and political life” (p. 238). The 

news provides domestic and international information that might otherwise be 

unavailable when left to interpersonal relationships or individual inquiry alone. Although 

there are other sources available outside of the news media, Mutz (1998) states that 

“exposure to a common, mediated political culture also gives citizens a common political 

language with which to discuss political issues” (p. 278). If people distrust the news 

media and begin to abstain from it, then concerns arise regarding people’s ability to 

engage in political discussion with others.  

2) Political and social trust have consequences for participation. A society cannot 

fully function when the public does not trust their governing institutions (Locke, 

1690/1988). Studies have found that low trust relates to decreased engagement with 

community activities (Putman, 1993) and a lower likelihood of people paying taxes 

(Scholz & Lubell, 1998). Additionally, Moy and Scheufele (2000) explain that distrust 

challenges legitimacy and cooperation: 
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Without political trust, which includes the belief that the system works for the

 citizenry, any actions taken may be perceived as futile. Similarly, the absence of

 social trust may lead individuals to perceive others as driven purely by self

 interest; it also precludes the possibility of citizens perceiving that others will

 work toward a common goal or that such a common goal exists. (p. 750).  

Overall, these studies show that a lack of trust corresponds to a lack of 

cooperation and highlights the importance of trust in interactions (Coleman, 1990; 

Uslaner, 1998).  

Although many scholars value trust, they often caution against blind faith. As 

Lippmann (1922) stated, news and truth are not synonymous. Just as complete distrust 

would be harmful to democracy, so would the absence of a critical lens while attuning to 

the news media, politicians, and one another. Schudson (1999) recounted the paradox of 

high trust in the 1950s and 1960s, considering the political and social limitations of the 

time. Keeping an eye toward skeptical inquiry with questions such as “Is this the whole 

story?” or “What might their bias be?” is encouraged because underlying factors could 

influence a certain author and/or network’s portrayal. With the benefits of a healthy 

degree of skepticism noted, this dissertation maintains there is an important distinction 

between the skeptical question of “can this be trusted?” and the cynical perspective of 

“this can’t be trusted and so I will not engage with it” (see Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; 

Schudson, 1999). 

THE PROBLEM OF TRUST  

In 1972, CBS anchor Walter Cronkite was ranked the most trusted man in the 

United States. What is notable about this distinction is that he was not just the most 

trusted news anchor, but also the most trusted man (Shafer, 2009). This widely-cherished 
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University of Texas graduate signed off his evening newscast with the phrase “and 

that’s the way it is,” and—intriguingly—Americans agreed. In 1958, the first year the 

American National Election Study began assessing public trust in government, 73 percent 

of survey respondents said they could trust the government “just about always/most of 

the time” (Pew Research Center, 2014). This level of support for government aligns with 

the ideals advocated in the previous section of this chapter on the promise of trust. 

Additionally, in 1976, 86 percent of survey respondents reported that they had social trust 

in one another (Gallup, 2014). That is, even in the wake of social movements, an 

unpopular war, public unrest, economic woes, and the resignation of a president, 

Americans reported trusting each other.  

Times have changed. Multiple polls and surveys show that over the past 65 years, 

public perceptions of trust in the media, in politicians and government, and in each other 

have changed. First, consider media trust. Kohring and Matthes (2007) point to Burns W. 

Roper’s media studies as the “foundation of comparative media credibility research” (p. 

233). From the 1950s to the 1980s, Roper (1985) asked audiences the following question:  

If you got conflicting or different reports of the same story from radio, television,

 the magazines and the newspaper, which of the four versions would you be most

 inclined to believe? (p. 3).  

The results show variations in audience believability over time and across the 

media. For example, in 1961, believability in television was 37 percent but reached as 

high as 56 percent in 1986.1 Fast forward to September 2015, and a Gallup Poll found 

that 60 percent of respondents chose the answer “not very much/none at all” in response 

to the question “do you trust the mass media to report news fully, accurately, and fairly?” 

Public Policy Polling’s February 2015 results revealed that there was only one outlet that 

more than half of Americans trusted: PBS (52%). The authors of these polling reports 
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conclude that individuals are suspicious of news-reporting agencies’ ability to provide 

unbiased accounts of world events. Also, they found that the ratings were wildly different 

for Republicans and Democrats, as noted by the finding that FOX News was rated both 

the most trusted (32%) and least trusted (30%) news source. Moreover, while Cronkite’s 

newscasts were regarded as credible, in 2015 Brian Williams’s exaggeration of the facts 

surrounding some of his previous reports led to the dismissal of this formerly popular 

NBC news anchor. 

Trust of politicians and the government has also been declining for years. 

Gallup’s (2015) year-end review revealed that “the government” was named the biggest 

problem facing the U.S. in 2014, which was the first time since Gallup began asking the 

question that “the economy,” “Iraq,” or “terrorism” did not claim the top spot. According 

to the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press (2013), when asked the question 

“How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do 

what is right,” 80 percent of people reported “some of the time” or “never.” These 

numbers approach the highest level of distrust in the government since polling began in 

1958. Only 19 percent of those polled said they trusted the government “just about 

always” or “most of the time.” Although this survey was conducted just before Congress 

reached an agreement regarding the 2013 government shutdown, trust scores were below 

50 percent for decades (Pew, 2013). Additionally, when asked how much trust people had 

in the men and women holding or seeking political office, Gallup data from September 

2014 revealed that 54 percent of respondents said “not very much/none at all.” Overall 

trend data show that political trust has been on a steady and sometimes steep decline. 

Social trust, too, has dropped. Data from the 1972-2014 General Social Survey 

(GSS), conducted every two years since 1994, reported that the majority of citizens 

responded that others could not be trusted (58%) and only 37 percent of people said that 
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others could be trusted. When the survey began in 1972, 46 percent of respondents said 

others could be trusted. More recently in 2014, only 31 percent responded that others 

could be trusted. On the other hand, 64 percent of respondents said others could not be 

trusted—the highest percentage reporting distrust since the survey began. Additionally, 

there has been a lot of variability in the responses to Gallup’s question regarding how 

much “trust and confidence do you have in the American people as a whole when it 

comes to making judgments under our democratic system about issues facing our 

country.” In 1974, 83 percent of respondents answered “a great deal/fair amount;” 

however, in 2015 only 57 percent of people answered the same way. These social trust 

results were the lowest response to this question over the last 50 years. Individuals are 

unsure about relying on others both domestically and abroad, as international trust is also 

low (Brewer, Gross, Aday & Willnat, 2004). As these data show, social trust fares better 

than news media and political trust in trend data but just barely.  

Researchers name various antecedents to the current culture of low trust. First, to 

borrow Cappella’s (2002) phrasing, it is entirely possible that “the media did it” (p. 254, 

emphasis added). Researchers aligning with this perspective note that an increase in 

negativity (Bennett et al., 1999; Robinson, 1976), strategic framing (Cappella & 

Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1993), congressional scandal and crime stories (Chanley, 

Rudolph, & Rahn, 2000), and meta-communication/self-referential coverage (de Vreese 

& Elenbaas, 2008; Esser, Reinemann, & Fan, 2001; Johnson, Boudreau, Glowaki, 1996) 

account for the public’s decreased trust.  

A second perspective argues that experiences dictate trust perceptions (Hardin, 

2002). As Newton (2001) stated, trust seems to be most dependent on external factors, as 

opposed to an individual’s propensity to be a “trusting person,” because trust levels 

fluctuate based on different contexts. From this perspective, institutional performance, 
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such as policy initiatives and the economic climate, are responsible for increasing or 

decreasing the publics’ trust in said institutions at any given time (Coleman, 1990; 

Hetherington, 1998). This perspective also includes elites’ bad behavior, such as 

Watergate or the Clinton/Lewinsky scandal, as a rationale for low trust (note: As a 

communication scholar, I am aware that the public could only come to know these 

experiences via language).   

Third, the socialization/cultural perspective suggests trust perceptions are formed 

early in life (Uslaner, 2002), are passed down from previous generations (Putnam, 2001; 

Uslaner, 2008), and remain relatively stable in adulthood (Inglehart, 1997). As of 2012 

millennials reported the lowest social trust scores compared to other generations (Pew, 

2014). Interestingly, Pew (2015) found little difference between Millennials, Gen Xers, 

and Baby Boomers’ trust in various news sources. They found that “Millennials are no 

less trusting than older generations” (Pew, 2015, p. 4).  Overall, this socialization/cultural 

perspective limits conventional communication-based interventions aimed at improving 

trust levels in the public because non-mediated and non-political events are responsible 

for the decline. Additionally, Citrin (1974) offers the following explanation: 

the current zeitgeist, which legitimizes, even encourages, the expression of

 antipolitical rhetoric, makes it fashionable to denigrate politicians and to criticize

 established institutions. As a result, the burgeoning ranks of the politically cynical

 may include many who are verbalizing a casual and ritualistic negativism rather

 than an enduring sense of estrangement that influences their beliefs and actions.

 (p. 975, emphasis added). 

In other words, many believe that it is en vogue to say  “I don’t trust [X],” an 

utterance that encourages many Americans to jump on the bandwagon.   
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FRAMING TRUST 

This dissertation investigates how elites have discussed trust in light of framing 

theory as advanced by Robert Entman and William Gamson. Framing is a widely studied 

interdisciplinary construct and the focus in this dissertation is on those who have studied 

frame-building as it relates to larger, exploratory analyses (Entman, 1993; Entman, 

Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009; Scheufele, 1999). Most researchers credit Bateson 

(1955/1972) and Goffman (1974) with bringing the seeds of this approach to framing into 

scholarly conversations. From Bateson’s discussion of “play” as meta-communication to 

Goffman’s discussion of schemata’s of interpretation, framing has evolved as fruitful 

means for sociological and communication analysis.  

In their 2009 essay, Entman and colleagues explain that “a frame repeatedly 

invokes the same objects and traits, using identical or synonymous words and symbols in 

a series of similar communications that are concentrated in time” (Entman, Matthes, & 

Pellicano, p. 177). Frames repeat and reverberate throughout a culture. For these scholars, 

framing differs from persuasion and other types of messages because it occurs over time 

and continues to gain significance. Eventually, the frame may be reiterated enough to 

become fully ingrained in people’s minds and then the public will be able to  “summon 

stored associations years later in response to a single vivid component” (Entman, 

Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009, p. 177).  

Similarly, Gamson and colleagues discuss how powerful frames can be in society, 

particularly with respect to elite use (Gamson, 1992; Gamson & Modigliani, 1987). 

Gamson and Modigliani (1987) discussed how social movements compete as they try to 

promote their desired frame. Additionally, these movements work to make their frame 

appealing to the media so the frame will be more prominent in the public’s mind. 
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Gamson (1992) notes, “some frames have a natural advantage because their ideas and 

language resonate with a broader political culture” (p. 135). 

Following in this tradition of framing, Pan and Kosicki (1993) approach framing 

from a qualitative and linguistic perspective that is less concerned with the objective 

meaning of the frame and more concerned with how audiences may interpret the frame 

and be influenced by it. This dissertation aligns with Pan and Kosicki’s (1993) assertion 

that  

choices of words and their organization into a news stories are not trivial matters.

 They hold great power in setting the context for debate, defining issues under

 consideration, summoning a variety of mental representations, and providing

 basic tools to discuss the issues at hand (p. 70).  

As such, this project focuses on the communication texts of elites for three 

reasons: 1) the public learns about trust via language (especially because most 

interactions need to be languaged), 2) the public learns about trust via elite language 

(media and politicians), and 3) there are structural incentives for elites to build frames 

that meet their strategic needs while discussing trust.  

POLITICAL LANGUAGE AND FRAMING 

The first two notions above are concerned with language. First, attending to elite 

language is important, for as Edelman (1977) observes, people are more likely to 

experience politics via language than they are to engage in political activities. The same 

is true with respect to trust. Individuals encounter frames about news media, political, and 

general social trust in the newspaper, television reports, campaign speeches, and 

presidential debates, to name a few; they are less likely to have specific interactions with 

news media professionals, politicians, or the generalized public (on a large scale). Odds 
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are that most people don’t “know” journalists and editors or their national political 

representatives. They have likely not been co-workers or neighbors, been invited to their 

house, shared meals, or even engaged in reciprocal conversations. For Ted Cruz, the 

public is more likely to hear or read the words “TrustTED” and “Lying Ted Cruz” than to 

form a relationship with the candidate. Also, while it is surely the case that individuals 

engage in trust-based interactions with those in their immediate surroundings, social trust 

scores most often measure generalized trust (Hardin, 1999), a type of interaction that is 

usually superficial. Still, people comment on a lack of faith in the news and candidates 

and presidents’ trustworthiness. They also report not trusting the generalized public as 

much as they once did. The linguistic choices involved in elite frame-building 

surrounding trust warrant analysis.  

Second, the language that the public receives in order to form their opinions is 

largely driven by elite discourse (Zaller, 1992). Newspapers and television reports, by 

their very nature of presenting some stories and leaving others out, shape public 

perception regarding the importance of the content (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). For 

example, if news consumers repeatedly see stories about unemployment in a given week, 

they are more likely to think unemployment is a major concern that week (and likely the 

weeks following). Similarly, the language elites use regarding trust can play a role in 

individual and cultural perceptions. Other projects might ask about the effects of elite 

language on perceptions of trust; however, the goal of this project is to uncover elite 

trust-frames and functions in order to add textual analysis to the body of research.    

STRATEGIC MOTIVATIONS AND FRAMES 

Elites have incentives to use language to achieve their strategic goals. From a 

professional perspective, “journalists want to be members of a profession that adds 
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something to the news—a profession that not only reports, but also digs, selects, frames, 

investigates, interprets, and regulates the flow of political communication” (Zaller, 1998, 

p. 114). They are looking to provide the public with knowledge in a distinct and 

meaningful way. Another goal for the news media, and one that is less altruistic, is to sell 

the news (Patterson, 1993). Newsrooms have professional and institutional biases that 

shape their content (Bennett, 2005; Groeling & Baum, 2009). As Bennett (2003) 

explains, news biases toward personalization, dramatization, fragmentation, and 

authority-disorder exist because “like it or not, the news has become a mass-produced 

consumer product” (p. 39). As Entman, Matthes, and Pellicano note (2009), journalists 

may or may not be aware of such motives as they are producing news. Assessing the 

trust-frames journalists create and rearticulate, whether those frames are intentional or 

unintentional, can reveal important information to trust-studies.  

The strategic incentives for politicians to frame trust differ based on their status as 

candidate or president (limited to these two categories for this project). Candidates “must 

approach communication strategically. Candidates who fail to be strategic will be beaten 

by—that is, judged by voters to be less attractive than—candidates who do handle 

communication strategically” (Zaller, 1998, p. 113). The language candidates use has 

repercussions for their political fate. For presidents, the task with frame-building is 

arguably more complicated. On the one hand, the commander-in-chief is trying to garner 

congressional and public support for policy initiatives and agenda items (Druckman & 

Jacobs, 2009; Groeling & Baum, 2009; Kernell, 2007). The frames he shares in prepared 

remarks are transmitted to the public via telecasts, livestreams, and transcripts, but those 

frames are also reframed by the news media. Presidents must craft messages in a manner 

that the media will cover in order to accomplish their policy objectives. On the other 

hand, the president is also trying to get reelected (or at least position his party for future 
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success). Although this dataset excluded traditional campaigning years in the governing 

condition (see Chapter 2), the underlying reelection goal is present throughout a 

president’s term. Frames are powerful tools at the president’s disposal, and trust-talk 

could help or hurt these objectives. These varying strategic incentives, driven by 

circumstances of campaigns versus governing moments, lead to an analysis and 

organization of the results into four chapters: candidates during campaigns (Chapter 3), 

presidents during governing moments (Chapter 4), journalists during campaigns (Chapter 

5), and journalists during governing moments (Chapter 6).  

CONCLUSION 

The promise and problem of trust in the United States has been studied in many 

ways. To date, however, scholars have yet to examine how the linguistic choices of elite 

actors shape, share, and—possibly—sharpen this notion in the United States. For 

instance, it is possible that candidates may promote their own trustworthiness. It is also 

possible that they may attack reasons to believe in their opponents. It is possible that 

presidents may regularly invite the public to trust them. It is also possible that they may 

presume—or simply hope—that the public does trust them and so presidents leave the 

term unuttered. It is possible that newspapers regularly attend to the word during 

campaigns and moments of governance. Or, maybe they do not. 

The ways in which elites discuss, or avoid discussing, trust shapes the available 

frames at any moment. The linguistic choices involved in framing offers an ideal lens for 

this project because it “refers to the process of selecting and highlighting some aspects of 

a perceived reality, and enhancing the salience of an interruption and evaluation of that 

reality” (Entman, 2004, p. 26). These linguistic choices also signal an invitation and 

promote concepts to the public (Edelman, 1964; 1977; 1988; Gamson, 1992).  
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Political scholars have long viewed trust as central to democratic political systems 

because people must have it, to some degree, to function together in a civil society. As 

the data in the previous sections of this chapter show, however, as of 2016 it is difficult to 

find trust anywhere. Ted Cruz wants it and Donald Trump does not want audiences to 

give it to him. Just as language changes over time (Fromkin & Rodman, 2013), the role 

of political language also changes (Hart, Jarvis, Jennings, & Smith-Howell, 2005; Jarvis, 

2005). Aside from polls showing that individuals express less trust in the news media, 

politics, and one another over time, little is known about elite trust-talk. Chapter 2 

advances a method to learn more about it.  
                                                
1 Polling data did not ask questions about trust in 1961 so this believability data is being 

used as a proxy to show change over time. 
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Chapter 2:  Measuring Trust 

As addressed in Chapter 1, scholars have taken various approaches while studying trust. 

Many have employed surveys to investigate trust as an independent variable (Avery, 2009a, 

Johnson & Kaye, 2013; Matthes, 2013; Tsfati, 2002; 2003; 2010; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003; 2005) 

and a dependent variable (Avery, 2009b; Hindman & Yamamoto, 2011; Tien-Tsung, 2010). 

Others have used experiments to measure trust after exposure to incivility, negativity, and 

criticism (Borah, 2013; Martinez & Delegal, 1990; Mutz & Reeves, 2005; Pingree, Quenette, 

Tchernev, & Dickinson, 2013). Still others have used a combination of content analysis and 

survey data to show the relationship between negative and strategic media coverage and trust 

(Camaj, 2014; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997).  To date, however, researchers have yet to examine 

how frames have been built through language. To learn more, this dissertation conducts a content 

analysis of elite texts, produced by politicians and journalists, during two political moments over 

the past 65 years. 

Content analysis is the systematic study of the dimensions of a message to describe 

messages and make inferences about sources and receivers (Berelson, 1971; Benoit, 2011; 

Krippendorff, 2004; Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 2005). Its strengths include objectivity (Berelson, 

1971), replication potential (Krippendorff, 2004), and quantification (Benoit, 2011; 

Krippendorff, 2004; Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 2005). Its key limitation includes the inability to make 

cause and effect claims (Krippendorff, 2004). A large body of political communication projects 

has employed content analysis to assess language’s influence and function across time (Benoit, 

2007; Hart, 2000; Hart et al., 2005; Hart, Childers & Lind, 2013; Jarvis, 2005). This dissertation 

has been inspired by such projects and borrows many variables from them to answer the research 

question “How have elites invited audiences to think about trust?” This chapter begins with a 

review of the methodologies in prior trust research before outlining the study design for this 

project.  
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METHODS OF STUDYING TRUST  

Most early research situated the discussion about trust in persuasion and source 

credibility studies, as opposed to media trust studies (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; 

McCroskey, 1971; McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Early credibility research was concerned with 

manipulating source characteristics in experimental settings (e.g., Hovland & Weiss, 1951) and 

creating surveys that adequately captured the construct (e.g., McCroskey & Teven, 1999). It was 

only later that scholars began to distinguish between source credibility and medium/channel 

credibility (Westley & Severin, 1964). As medium credibility gained attention so too did news 

media credibility research (e.g., Gaziano & McGrath, 1986). Early research on differences 

between medium credibility was concerned with print versus television, in which television was 

generally chosen as superior in surveys (e.g., Abel & Wirth, 1977). As the Internet became the 

new delivery medium, scholars investigated its perceived credibility versus more traditional 

forms (Bucy, 2003; Melican & Dixon, 2008; Kim & Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Kaye, 1998; 

2000; 2002; 2004; 2009), the influential role that trust/credibility played in one’s news media 

choice (Tsfati, 2002; 2003; 2010; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003; 2005), as well as looking to which 

attributes of online news participants found credible (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Sung Tae, 

Weaver & Willnat, 2000). More recently, Tien-Tsung (2010) has looked at trust as a dependent 

variable related to a person’s political ideology, partisanship, trust in government and fellow 

citizens, and view of the economy. While early credibility studies focused on the broader 

relationship of messages and sources, later trust studies focused on trust’s institutional role (see 

Moy & Pfau, 2000).  

With respect to news media trust, which is different from media credibility, many prior 

investigations have most often been titled “credibility/believability” research (see Kiousis, 2001 

for a review; Kohring & Matthes, 2007). Decades of credibility research have offered crucial 

information about the implications of source credibility for both senders and receivers. As 

indicated in many of the previously mentioned studies, however, trust is discussed as an element 
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of credibility and not always assessed on its own. Additionally, Zaller (1996) advanced a concern 

about measuring news media trust as a single voice because of the various players and interests 

inherent in the system. A person might trust that newspapers are investigative but distrust the 

investigative reporting techniques of cable news programs. For example, Williams (2012) found 

distinct differences between news information, news information source, and media corporation 

trust. As such, asking a single question such as “Do you trust the news media?” might only be 

the starting point for investigations of trust.    

A leading difference between prior examinations of news media trust versus political 

trust is how both have been measured. Whereas survey questions asking about news media trust 

have had a great deal of variation, questions about political trust has had less. Almond and 

Verba’s (1965) classic investigation of the relationship between political trust and efficacy 

measured satisfaction with the political system. Theorists such as Easton (1965) and Gamson 

(1968) laid the groundwork for many political (and social) trust studies, noting how trust, when 

combined with other variables, can lead to various political activities. Most recent studies 

measured political trust with variations of the ANES question “How much of the time do you 

think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is right” (p. 569). Responses to 

survey questions of this nature have been analyzed to address variables that impact political trust 

(Anderson, 2010; Martinez & Delegal, 1990; Mutz & Reeves, 2005), as well as how declining 

political trust could impact other variables (Gamson, 1968; Hetherington, 2005). Additionally, 

scholars have looked more closely at political trust among specific racial groups (e.g., Avery, 

2009a), age groups (e.g., Herman, Schiffman & Thelen, 2008), and winners/losers of elections 

(e.g., Anderson & Lotempio, 2002).  

While this survey item appears to provide a rather straightforward approach to assessing 

political trust, there have been concerns over what the ANES question really measures (see Levi 

& Stoker, 2000). Does the question tap into overall feelings about government or about the 
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specific incumbent administration at that moment in time? On this notion, Hetherington (2005) 

cautioned:  

Political trust should not be confused with trust in a specific political figure. Political

 trust is a general evaluation of the entire government, while trust in a given figure is but

 one dimension of a more complete evaluation of that figure. This distinction is important.

 People can trust the government while, at the same time, distrusting the president and

 visa versa. Indeed, during the last six years of the Clinton presidency, Americans took an

 increasingly dim view of his personal trustworthiness while at the same time, political

 trust increased markedly. (p. 11). 

As Hetherington notes, partisanship has become an important variable when assessing 

public trust perceptions.  

Finally, social trust has also been measured in a variety of ways. Social trust is sometimes 

termed “interpersonal trust.” Some argue that there should be a clearer distinction between the 

two concepts (Hardin, 1999). Social implies an abstract public whereas interpersonal is 

contingent upon an identifiable relationship. On this matter, Newton and Zmerli (2011) 

distinguish between particular trust (in a specific person or groups of people) and general trust 

(toward a vague public) because participant responses to each type of trust could, and likely 

would, be different. Unfortunately, most prior investigations of social trust do not always make 

clear distinction between the type of social trust being studied. With all of the concerns 

accompanying trust studies one might be inclined to forgo future investigations in favor of a 

“cleaner” construct; however, the normative value trust has for society urges scholars to not turn 

their backs so quickly. 

DATASET  

As Chapter 1 outlined, this dissertation examines trust in two moments, campaigning and 

governing, because these moments produce unique rhetorical situations. While I could have 
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looked to a variety of campaign and governing texts to assess trust-frames, I relied on four texts 

in each condition.  

The campaigning condition included campaign speeches, presidential debates, 

presidential ads, and New York Times articles from late August until the day before the election 

for each election year from 1948-2012. The governing condition included State of the Union 

addresses, news conferences held by presidents, addresses to the nation, and New York Times 

articles for each non-election year from 1949-2011.1 In total, this sample included 38.25 months 

over coverage in the campaign condition and 147.15 months of coverage in the governing 

condition.  

Three data sources provided the texts for this dissertation: The Campaign Mapping 

Project (CMP), The American Presidency Project (APP), and The New York Times: The 

Complete Front Pages (NYT).  

• The CMP, housed at The University of Texas at Austin, is a multi-year project that has 

collected campaign discourse from late August through election day for political 

campaigns from 1948-2012 (http://moody.utexas.edu/strauss/campaign-mapping-project). 

CMP provided all texts for the campaign condition (speeches, presidential debates, 

presidential ads, and New York Times articles).  

• The APP at the University of California, Santa Barbara contains 105,019 documents 

related to the United States presidency as of 2014 

(http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/index.php). APP provided all the presidential texts for 

the governing condition (State of the Union addresses, news conferences held by the 

president, and addresses to the nation).  

• The New York Times: The Complete Front Pages is a collection of pdf-searchable front 

pages from the paper’s founding to 2008 totaling 54,267 front pages. As neither CMP or 

APP provides journalist communication from governing years, the NYT provided 



 24 

newspaper articles for the governing condition. The New York Times: The Complete 

Front Pages was chosen for two reasons. First, the national readership of the NYT offered 

an opportunity to assess news media coverage of trust that was available to a wide range 

of public audiences. Second, front page coverage is both revered by editors and 

journalists, and it provides a “village well” where audiences learn information (Keller, 

2009, p.9).   

SAMPLING 

The sampling procedure began with keyword searches in each of the three databases. 

After conducting a search for each instance of trust from 1948 - 2012, used on its own or with a 

prefix/suffix (e.g., “distrust,” “trustworthy,” “trusted”), I copied approximately twenty words 

before and after the term into an excel document (see Hart et al., 2005; Jarvis, 2005)2. This initial 

sampling method resulted in 9,097 instances of the term. After removing non-relevant terms 

(e.g., “trust fund,” “trustee,” and other terms connected to economic “trust”), the final sample 

resulted in 1,990 keywords for analysis.  

As displayed in Table 2.1, trust appeared in elite discourse with varying levels of 

frequency. Trust appeared more often in the campaigning condition (n = 1,149) than in the 

governing condition (n = 841). This pattern was a major first finding for this dissertation given 

that were nearly three times as many months in the governing condition compared to the 

campaigning condition. As these data show, the journalists discussed trust with nearly the same 

frequency during campaign and governing conditions while politicians spoke about trust twice as 

often during the campaign condition compared to the governing condition. For candidates, trust 

appeared most often in their campaign speeches. For presidents, it was used most often in their 

news conferences. This dataset set and sampling method provided the framework for the four 

analysis chapters that follow in this dissertation: candidates during campaigns (Chapter 3), 



 25 

presidents during governing moments (Chapter 4), journalists during campaigns (Chapter 5), and 

journalists during governing moments (Chapter 6).  

Table 2.1: Trust Frequency by Text 

 Campaigning Governing 

New York Times n = 388 n = 399 

Campaign Speeches n = 636 --- 

Debates n = 74 --- 

Campaign Ads n = 51 --- 

State of the Unions  --- n = 36 

News Conferences --- n = 319 

Addresses to the Nation 

Total 

--- 

n = 1,149 

n = 87 

n = 841 

CODING AND ANALYSIS  

Content analysis involves developing a coding protocol, training coders, achieving 

reliability, and coding the entire sample (Benoit, 2011; Krippendorff, 2004). In this project, the 

process began with creating a series of grouping, descriptive, and theoretically derived variables 

and coding categories. Next, I trained an undergraduate research assistant by providing him with 

an overview of the project and hypothetical examples of each coding category. Then, we 

independently coded 20 units from the sample and arrived at inter-coder reliability ranging from 

.39 to .82. We then met, refined the coding protocol, and independently coded 50 units from the 

sample. As we reached inter-coder reliability above .70 for all variables, I made final 

adjustments to the coding protocol following another discussion with my undergraduate research 

assistant, and we each coded 10 percent of the final sample (Riffe, Lacy, and Fico, 2005). The 

final inter-coder reliability statistics ranged from .73 to .91 for each variable (Krippendorff’s 
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Alpha)3. As Benoit (2011) notes, a researcher can use part of the sample from the practice coding 

while assessing reliability as long as she makes a decision regarding whose coding to include in 

the final analysis. As the lead researcher, I re-coded the 70 units from the practice coding, 

following the revised protocol, and included my coding of the 100 units. Finally, I coded the 

remaining sample.  

CODING PROTOCOL 

The coding protocol included three sets of variables: grouping variables, descriptive 

variables, and theoretically derived variables. I analyzed various combinations of these variables 

to answer four broad questions in light of the conceptual definition outline in Chapter 1 and 

previous longitudinal content analysis projects:  

1) Who was responsible for the elite trust-talk?  

2) Who was included (and excluded) from the trust-relationship (e.g., people trusting 

politicians)? 

3) How was trust presented (e.g., as a noun or an adjective, as positive or negative)?  

4) How did these patterns repeat and diverge across time and circumstance?   

The grouping variables included Elite Type, Condition, Source, Year, Voice, 

Speaker’s Name, and Party. The first four grouping variables related to the larger document 

and revealed descriptive information about trust in this sample. I chose these grouping variables 

because of the varying strategic incentives for each elite type and time period. Additionally, 

coding for year allowed me to thoroughly assess trust over time (Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 

2009).  

Elite Type  

• Journalist = 0 

• Politician = 1   

Condition  
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• Campaigning = 0 

• Governing = 1  

Source   

• New York Times = 0 

• Campaign Speech = 1 

• Debate = 2 

• Campaign Ad = 3 

• State of the Union = 4 

• News Conference = 5 

• Address to Nation = 6 

Year    ___________    

The remaining grouping variables (Voice, Speaker’s Name, and Party) identified the 

individual actually discussing trust. The distinction reveals important information about frame-

building in light of the broad research question presented in Chapter 1. A journalist presenting 

information about trust abstractly, or based on her own interpretation, is different from a 

journalist recirculating a politician’s statement about trust. Take for example the New York Times 

report that  

“Mr. Romney’s response was clear and unwavering: ‘I trust Stuart,’ he said, implying 

that they should too.”  

Though the Elite Type and Source are “journalist” and “New York Times” respectively, 

the Voice is not of a journalist at the New York Times (the speaker is Mitt Romney). The Party 

attributed to the Voice in this unit is Republican and not “unclear,” which is the coding category 

assigned to all journalist Voice in the sample.  

I coded for six types of Voice in this project: journalist, politician, quoting a politician, 

paraphrasing a politician, quoting someone in the public, and paraphrasing someone in the 
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public. Journalists could have used their own voice (coded as journalists), quoted a politician, 

paraphrased a politician, quoted someone in the public, or paraphrased someone in the public 

(but never as politician). I included quoting and paraphrasing as separate categories to uncover 

nuances in news media trust-talk for two reasons. First, doing so allows for commentary on the 

power between journalists and politicians in the news coverage. The power favors politicians 

when they are quoted, but it favors journalists when politicians are paraphrased. Second, readers 

may be invited to think differently about trust-talk if it is directly attributed to a politician or if it 

paraphrased by a journalist. Coding for these various voices within the news coverage allowed 

me to investigate the interplay between journalists, politician, and the publics’ trust-talk. For 

politicians, their voice could not be coded as “journalists,” but it could be coded as one of the 

others. If the politician was using his own voice, then it was coded as “politician;” however, if he 

was quoting or paraphrasing someone else, then it was coded as such. Below is the coding 

schema for the Voice variable and an example for each type.   

Voice   

• Journalist = 0; NYT: “Mr. Romney, who has come to trust Mr. Stevens…” 

• Politician = 1; Obama: “It is also about who do you trust?”  

• Quoting Politician = 2; NYT: “He added that every French child should be 

‘entrusted with the memory of a French child-victim of the Holocaust.’”  

• Paraphrasing Politician = 3; NYT: “…is cited as one reason for lingering distrust 

of him among conservatives.” 

• Quoting Public = 4; NYT: “‘A lot of people got disenfranchised, displaced, and 

now we got a lot of distrust.’ He moved into a song…” 

• Paraphrasing Public = 5; NYT: “…assured by union officials that Goldis was a 

trustworthy source of financial advice.”  
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The Speaker's Name was added to this analysis to keep track of the way prominence and 

frequency changed by speaker. The Speaker’s Name was initially entered in the data file. Then, 

numeric categories were assigned to 1) presidents, 2) candidates, and 3) vice presidents 

appearing frequently in the sample. I created three additional categories (Republican speakers, 

Democrat speakers, and Independent speakers) for any other speaker appearing in the sample 

(See Table 2.2).   

Table 2.2: Coding Categories for Speaker’s Name  

Speaker Code Speaker Code Speaker Code Speaker Code 

Truman 0 Dukakis 8 Goldwater 17 Perot 25 

Stevenson 1 Clinton 9 Ford 18 Anderson 26 

Kennedy 2 Gore 10 Reagan 19 Lieberman 27 

Johnson 

Humphrey 

McGovern 

Carter 

Mondale 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

Kerry 

Obama 

Dewey 

Eisenhower 

Nixon 

11 

13 

14 

15 

16 

Bush 

Dole 

W. Bush 

McCain 

Romney 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

Cheney 

Quayle 

Republican 

Democrat 

Independent 

28 

30 

31 

32 

33 

 

In order to understand the nuances of who was responsible for the framing, Party was 

also assigned based on the individual Voice responsible for the statement. For example, if a 

politician said “I trust him,” during a news conference, then that politician’s political affiliation 

was used for the Party variable. If a journalist was using trust in her/his own voice (e.g., “Polls 

suggest that the public distrusts the president.”), then it was coded as “Unknown” Party because 

this analysis did not assign a party to the New York Times. If a journalist was recounting a 

politician’s use of trust, be that as a direct quotation or a paraphrased remark, that politician’s 

political affiliation was used.   
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Party 

• Republican = 0 

• Democrat = 1 

• Independent = 2 

• Other = 3 

• Unknown = 4 

The second set of variables was included in order to describe how trust was being 

situated in time and as a part of speech. As noted in the conceptual definition of trust in Chapter 

1, trust is complex. One of the complexities of trust relates to its variations. Similar to other 

longitudinal language projects (Jarvis, 2005), I tracked if trust was being discussed in the past, 

present or future (Tense).  

Tense 

• Past = 0; NYT: “Johnson Concedes he Failed to Win Trust of Youth”  

• Present = 1; NYT: “The prison raid is symptomatic of the rising mistrust between 

militant Palestinian group Hamas and the Israeli authorities.”  

• Future = 2; Obama: “…if there are some additional things that we can do to build 

that trust back up, then we should do them.”  

The Grammar variable coded for how trust was used in a sentence. Grammatically, the 

term and its variants could be as a verb, an adjective, a command, or a noun. In order to uncover 

the frames associated with elite trust-talk, I needed to know how it was functioning in context.  

Grammar 

• Verb = 0; “We can’t trust him to do what is right.”  

• Adjective = 1; “The president is untrustworthy.”  

• Command = 2; “Trust me.”  

• Noun = 3, “It is a sacred public trust.”  
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The third set of variables was theoretically derived from the trust and frame-building 

literature. The various trust definitions outlined in Chapter 1 emphasize its relational qualities 

(Coleman, 1994; Cook & Wall, 1980; Tsfati, 2002). The trust relationship requires both the party 

engaging in trust and the party receiving it. Additionally, the frame-building literature discusses 

how frames can define problems and make judgments (Entman, 1993). Four variables aided in 

my assessment of the trust relationship and frame: Trust Locus, Trust Target, Rationale and 

Valence.  

The Trust Locus variable was the stated or implied party responsible for trusting, and the 

Trust Target variable was the recipient of trust (or the lack thereof). Take for example this 

quotation published in the New York Times following the 2012 election (not included for analysis 

in this project).  

Republican Tom Latham stated “If you look at my own election as an example of what 

voters were saying is they like Obama but they don’t trust him on taxes so they want a check 

and balance on things.”  

In this example, the American people are the Locus while the Target (the one the 

judgment is made about) is Barack Obama. Alternatively, look at this October 27, 2000 example 

from the campaigning condition.  

Here, President George W. Bush said “and in a responsibility era people should also be 

able to trust their government.”  

In this example the Locus was the American people and the Target was the general 

political system.  

As the goal of this project was initially to assess news media, political, and social trust-

talk, I began with these four loci and targets for both variables: news media, general political 

system, specific politicians, and the American people. During the first coding session, two 

additional loci and targets emerged, God and International, and I refined the coding schema. 
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Surprisingly, the final analysis revealed minimal trust-talk with the news media in the locus or 

target position. At least in this sample, neither journalists nor politicians built trust-frames 

around the news media. Additionally, there were only a few references to God in the locus and/or 

target position.  

Trust Locus 

• News Media = 0; “The Portland Oregonian for the first time in 142 years 

endorsed a Democrat for president—and says of Bush “Frankly we no longer 

trust him.” 

• General Political System = 1; “So long as the government in Washington refuses 

to entrust the people with the truth.”  

• Specific Politician = 2; “I trust him to take care of the interests of Western 

Germany.”   

• American People = 3; “I ask the renewal of your trust not in a dark hour of 

tragedy.”  

• International = 4’ “A whole world looks to see what we will do. We cannot fail 

their trust.”  

• God = 5; “…the love of freedom that God places in each of us and whose defense 

he has entrusted in a special way to this nation.”  

 Trust Target 

• News Media = 0; “…only proven journalists are usually entrusted with such high-

profile responsibilities.”  

• General Political System = 1; “That is now pending in a Senate subcommittee. I 

think they can be trusted to hear all the evidence.”  

• Specific Politician = 2; “We trusted Jimmy Carter once.”  

• American People = 3; “It’s all about trusting the American people.”  
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• God = 4; “In God I trust.”  

• International = 6; “This is our way with our trusted allies.”  

There were two decisions made during the coding process that are important to share. 

First, if a president used “we” when making reference to his administration, that locus was coded 

as “Specific Politician” (e.g., We are going to do everything we can to regain your trust and 

respect). Similarly, if a candidate used “we” to refer to his campaign, it was attributed to the 

specific candidate. Second, there were instances of trust-talk in which there was a reciprocal 

relationship between the Unites States and another nation (e.g., Let trust continue to grow 

between our countries). As it was the case that a U.S. politician was responsible for this type of 

trust-talk, the Locus was coded at “General Political System” and the Target was coded as 

“International” (this finding is addressed in Chapter 4).  

The third theoretically derived variable was Rationale. Trust is built between two parties 

and over time. During the course of that relationship, a person may provide a reason why she 

should be trusted, or she may not. This variable coded for both options.  

• No Rationale = 0; W. Bush: “But the way you win a race is, you convince the 

people of your State or your district that they can trust your judgment…”  

• Rationale = 1; Ford: “My question is whether you think Americans can trust the 

oil companies today, or whether they might logically conclude that companies 

have been manipulating recent events to drive up their prices and profits.”  

The Valence variable provided the final information needed to address the central 

question of this project: How have elites invited audiences to think about trust? The Valence 

variable was categorized as negative, positive, and descriptive trust-talk. It was the negativity 

surrounding trust, however, that was of primary interest in this project (Brewer et al., 2004; 

Gallup, 2013; Pew, 2013). As such, throughout the analysis chapters I often collapsed the 

positive and descriptive trust-talk into a non-negative category to allow for a comparison to 
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negative trust-talk. Additionally, negative trust-talk was coded in any instance that the trust-

relationship was framed in undesirable way. For example, the statement “We can’t trust him 

anyway” was coded as negative valance even though it includes the word “trust” and not 

“distrust.”  

Valence  

• Negative = 0; “We are clear eyed about Iran’s support for terrorist organizations 

like Hezbollah, which threatens our allies. And we’re clear about the mistrust 

between our nations.”  

• Positive = 1; “The United States has always been, and will continue to be, a 

forward-looking and trustworthy trading partner…” 

• Descriptive = 2; “I would not be true to your trust if I let myself be turned 

aside…” 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Following the coding of all 1,990 instances of trust in-context, I used SPSS to analyzed 

descriptive statistics on the grouping, descriptive, and theoretical variables for each of the four 

results chapters. As I included all relevant tokens from each of the three data sources, I looked at 

percent difference between variables in this population. Given the variance in the number of 

months in each Condition and the number of tokens for each Elite Type, I concentrate on the 

differences for the tokens within a given Voice moment. For example, proportions in Chapter 3 

are only for the similarities and differences in trust-talk for political candidates. The proportions 

in Chapter 4 are only for the similarities and differences in trust-talk for presidents. The 

proportions in Chapter 5 are only for the similarities and differences in news media trust-talk 

during campaigns. The proportions in Chapter 6 are only for the similarities and differences in 

news media trust-talk during governing moments.  
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After identifying the prominent patterns within each chapter, I returned to the tokens-in-

context to better understand elite frame-building surrounding trust for each Condition and Elite 

Type. I reviewed all tokens-in-context and conducted a thematic analysis for that sub-dataset 

(Hart et al., 2000; Jarvis, 2005). I then organized the chapter around the leading proportions and 

emergent themes. Although the data did not permit significant testing across chapters, I did offer 

general comparisons to the overall findings between chapters. The following chapters, then, 

feature quantitative and qualitative data in response to the project’s research question. 

CONCLUSION 

Scholars have employed surveys, experiments, and mixed methods designs to study trust. 

Few have explored how political elites have depicted it via language during campaigning and 

governing conditions. To learn more about how frames were built surrounding this term, this 

project systematically analyzed 1,990 instances of trust over a 65 year period. As the following 

chapters will show, this approach revealed nuances about a term and concept that are central to 

democratic life in the United States. This analysis cannot provide cause and effect claims 

regarding trust frames. Such questions about effects are useful, and this current project hopes to 

inform those future studies. Instead, this project offers an in-depth look at trust during two 

distinct political moments, by two groups of elites with powerful and important voices. 

 
                                                
1 Initially, I included all months outside of the campaigning condition (traditionally understood 

as “Labor Day to Election Day,” see Hart, 2000; Hart, et al., 2005) in the governing condition. 

As candidates begin campaigning many months before the convention, I adjusted the sample to 

be more stringent with the governing timeframe. If an incumbent won the election then the 

condition includes trust from January 1 – March 31 for the following three years. For example, 

as Nixon won re-election in 1972, the governing condition following that election year includes 
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January 1 – March 31 for 1973, 1974, and 1975 (and not the beginning of the election year for 

1976). If the challenger won the election then the condition includes discourse from the day after 

the inaugural address to March 31 for the non-election years, as was the case for Jimmy Carter in 

1976. The rationale behind this sampling choice was that an incumbent begins governing 

immediately following a campaign win; however, a challenger does not begin governing until 

after his/her inauguration. 

2 I italicize the label trust throughout the dissertation to help with differentiation between the 

term and the concept. 

3 Inter-coder reliability statistics for each variable are as follows (Krippendorff’s Alpha): voice = 

.84, speaker = .82 party = .83, tense = .81, grammar = .83, locus = .86, target = .91, rationale = 

.73, valence = .82.  
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Chapter 3: Candidate Trust-Talk 

Every four years voters go to the polls to decide who will be the President of the 

United States. During the present-day campaign, this decision comes at the culmination 

of months (and even years) of candidate communication in the form of public 

declarations, televised debates, political advertisements, Tweets and Facebook posts, and 

local meet-and-greets. Voters learn about candidates’ platforms, previous decisions, 

undiscovered secrets, and promises for the future. Before casting a ballot, voters are 

asked, in numerous polls and surveys, just how much they trust the candidates.  For 

example, a November 2015 Washington Post/ABC News poll asked variations of 

following questions related to trust and the 2016 presidential election:  

• How important do you personally find honesty and trustworthiness?  

• Which candidate do you think is the most honest and trustworthy?  

• Who do you trust more to handle the threat of terrorism?  

Candidates, on the other hand, are not tasked with deciding whom they will trust 

on Election Day. Instead, their responsibility is to communicate strategically in order to 

appear more qualified and capable of managing the responsibilities of the presidency than 

their opponents (Zaller, 1998). This chapter examines how candidates attempt to so by 

analyzing their trust-talk in campaign speeches, televised debates, and advertisements 

from 1948 – 2012. Others have also assessed candidate language given its important role 

in the campaign process (Benoit, 2008; Benoit, 2014; Benoit, Stein, & Hale, 2007; Hart, 

2000; Jarvis, 2005). This chapter adds to the current body of research and the framing 

literature by taking a look at candidates’ frame-building surrounding trust.  

The analysis began by broadly asking “how have candidates used language to build 

frames surrounding trust?” The analysis continued with a focus on nine variables outlined 
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in Chapter 2: speaker, year, party, tense, grammar, loci, targets, valence, and rationale. 

The variables were analyzed in light of the questions presented in Chapter 2 regarding 

who was responsible for the elite trust-talk, how the relationship between the loci and 

targets was framed, and how trust was presented. Then, the results were organized into 

three major findings: candidates motivated with trust, candidates formed identification 

with trust, and the Republican party monopolized trust. Taken together, this chapter finds 

that the GOP was responsible for sharpening trust by prominently using it as a tool for 

interpersonal, and political, gain.  

CANDIDATES MOTIVATED WITH TRUST  

An initial theme of this dissertation is quite uplifting. Even with declining trust in 

government, and increasing distrust in political officials, candidates’ rarely spoke in ways 

to diminish trust. Analyses of the variables valence and tense revealed that candidates 

worked to motivate the public by framing trust positively and actively.  

Positive Trust-Talk 

To begin, candidates spoke about trust in a generally positive manner (56.6%), 

followed by negative (27.2%) and descriptive trust-talk (16.2%—variable: valence). This 

finding largely held true across genre, time, party, and outcome. As the data in Table 3.1 

show, most candidate trust-talk in campaign speeches and debates was positive. 

Candidates often described others with it (e.g., “This is our way with all our trusted 

allies,” Lyndon Johnson, 1964), gave it away (e.g., “You have my trust,” Herbert 

Humphrey, 1968), and asked for it (e.g., “I understand that if you entrust me with the 

presidency, I won’t always be the most exciting politician,” (Al Gore, 2000).  

 

 



 39 

Table 3.1: Candidate Valence by Genre (Campaigning Condition)  

 % Negative % Positive % Descriptive Total 

Campaign Speeches 25.3% 57.5% 17.1% 99.9% 

Debates 28.4% 54.1% 17.6% 100.1% 

Advertisements 49.0% 49.0% 2.0% 100% 

 

As the data in Figure 3.1 show, positive trust-talk was more common than 

negative trust-talk in 14 of the last 17 elections. Moreover, the combination of positive 

and descriptive trust-talk (i.e., non-negative trust-talk) reached at least 50 percent in each 

election year (with the exception of two years).  

Figure 3.1: Candidates Trust-Talk Valence 1948 – 2012 
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Comparison of the proportions of positive trust-talk across election years revealed 

that the 2000 Presidential Election was significantly more positive than many others. 

Perhaps in the wake of President Bill Clinton’s term in office, campaigns felt the need to 

focus their trust-talk on faith in the candidates, their backgrounds, and their ideas for the 

nation. During the 2000 campaign, both George W. Bush and Al Gore spoke about trust 

more positively (80% and 67.6%, respectively) than they did descriptively or negatively. 

The following examples showcase how trust was framed positively in this election:  

• As governor, I’ve made difficult decisions and stood by them under 

pressure. I’ve been where the buck stops—in business and in government. 

I’ve been a chief executive who sets an agenda, sets big goals, and rallies 

people to believe and achieve them. I am proud of this record and I’m 

prepared for the work ahead. If you give me your trust, I will honor it. 

(Geroge W. Bush, 2000).  

• And we will update Medicare to provide a prescription drug benefit for all 

our seniors. We have to guarantee that Social Security is there for you 

when you retire. As President, I will keep that sacred trust. I will oppose 

any effort to make Social Security a gamble instead of a guarantee. (Al 

Gore, 2000).   

The data in Figure 3.1 also shows how the positive trust-talk in campaign years 

1948 and 1984 was less than it was in other elections (variable: valence). The qualitative 

analysis found that for 1948, trust got pulled into negative conversations about foreign 

affairs (e.g., “It is clear that little progress is likely to be made in settling disputes 

between the Western Powers and Soviet Russia so along as there is so much distrust,” 

Harry Truman, October 18, 1948). The climate and mood were different in 1984. As the 

data in Figure 3.1 show, 1984 featured more descriptive trust-talk of any year except 
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2012 (both years had the same percentage of descriptive trust-talk). In that year 

candidates Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale featured the most balanced combination 

of positive (37.0%), descriptive (33.3%) and negative (29.6%) trust-talk. During that 

campaign, Walter Mondale posed descriptive questions about the role of trust in voters’ 

decision for the upcoming election: “Over the next 35 days you, the American people, 

will make the most solemn of all choices as citizens: who should be the next president of 

the United States? How much do you trust in that person?” But of course, 1948 and 1984 

are departures from the norm of Figure 3.1; over time and circumstance, most candidates 

framed trust in a positive way. Still, the qualitative analysis revealed of that even the 

positive-trust-talk in these two years was similar to the trust-talk in other years when the 

positivity was higher.  

With respect to partisan affiliation (Republican, Democrat, or Independent), 

candidate status (Incumbent, Challenger, or an Open election), and electoral outcome 

(Winner or Loser) of the race, there were no significant differences in terms of the 

proportion of positive, negative, and descriptive ways candidates discussed trust. Within 

each group, candidates were no more or less negative than their opponents. Still, all 

framed trust positively in more than half of their references to it (Table 3.2).  
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Table 3.2: Candidate Valence within Groups (Partisan Affiliation, Status, and 
Outcome)  

 

 Positive % Negative % Descriptive % Total 

Republican  58.8% 26.5% 14.7% 100% 

Democrat  51.6% 29.1% 19.2% 99.9% 

Independent  54.5% 22.7% 22.7% 99.9% 

Incumbent  56.7% 24.2% 19.0% 99.9% 

Challenger  46.2% 36.4% 17.5% 100.1% 

Open 62.7% 26.2% 11.1% 100.0% 

Winner 58.9% 27.3% 13.8% 100.0% 

Loser  55.1% 27.1% 17.8% 100.-% 

 

While the descriptive statistics reveal that candidates motivated with trust by 

largely framing it positively, there were three instances in this analysis of the valence 

when their negativity was different. First, there were differences between advertisements 

and speeches. The data show how candidates framed trust negatively in 49 percent of 

their campaign advertisements and they were more negative in ads than they were in 

speeches. An advertisement from the 2000 campaign, for instance, questioned “If we 

can’t trust Al Gore on debates, why should we trust him on anything else,” in reference 

to Gore changing his previous declaration that he would debate George W. Bush 

“anytime, anyplace, anywhere.” 

Second, there were differences between challengers and incumbents with regard 

to the use of negative trust-talk.  Consistent with other research showing that challengers 

are more likely to be negative than incumbents (see Hart, 2000), this study reveals that 
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challengers’ trust-talk was similarly more negative than incumbents. The data in Table 

3.2 show that challengers framed trust in a negative manner 36.4 percent of the time 

while incumbents only did so 24.2 percent. Examples of this finding can be spotted in 

speeches from 1964. Note the differences between incumbent President Lyndon Johnson 

and challenger Barry Goldwater in each candidate’s discussion of international relations:  

• Do you want a President who will sit idly by while crime grows five times 

faster than population? Who will follow a foreign policy of drive 

deception and defeat—trusting our Communist enemies and mistreating 

our free world friends? (Barry Goldwater, 1964).  

• Our people are working together. State governments, local governments, 

and the Federal Government are working for the people, not against one 

another. This is the America that our allies trust and this is the American 

that our adversaries respect (Lyndon Johnson, 1964).  

Third, there was a pattern of increased negative trust-talk in the international 

context. As Table 3.3 shows, candidates were more negative when speaking about trust in 

members of the international community than they were when speaking about trust in 

politics generally, other politicians, or the public. Most of the negative statements 

regarding a lack of trust referred to other nations and leaders. Candidates were more 

negative with international targets than they were when the American people were the 

target. For example, Walter Mondale stated during the 1984 Presidential Debates “I don’t 

trust the Russians.” On other occasions, candidates talked about trust between other 

nations; on October 18, 1948 President Harry Truman told the American Legion that 

Unfortunately, and I say that advisedly, unfortunately, a dark fog of distrust has 

risen between the Soviet Union and the West, distorting and confusing our relations. It is 
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clear that little progress is likely to be made in settling disputes between the Western 

Powers and Soviet Russia, so long as there is so much distrust. (Harry Truman, 1948).  

Another example from the 2004 Presidential Debates shows how John Kerry 

argued against President George W. Bush’s military action post-9/11:  

With the American military forces nearby and in the field we didn’t use the best-

trained troops in the world to go kill the world’s number one criminal and terrorist. They 

outsourced the job to Afghan warlords who only a week earlier had been on the other side 

fighting against us, neither of whom trusted each other.  

Table 3.3: Candidate Valence by Target  

 % Negative % Positive % Descriptive Total 

Political (General)  30.3% 36.0% 33.7% 100.0% 

Political (Specific)  37.6% 55.5% 7.0% 100.0% 

American People 10.1% 87.0% 2.9% 100.0% 

International 47.5% 47.6% 4.8% 99.9% 

 

Not only were candidates more negative when discussing trust in members of the 

international community than they were with other targets, but it was even more 

pronounced when they talked about the person or group of people engaging in trust (see 

Table 3.4—variable: locus). Candidates emphasized a spirit of distrust when discussing 

other countries. Richard Nixon did so abstractly in 1968: “A nation that can’t keep the 

peace at home won’t be trusted to keep the peace abroad.” Ronald Reagan was more 

specific in 1980: “Our relations with Israel are marked by doubt and distrust.” It does not 

seem to matter if the entity trusting was home or abroad; candidates were more negative 
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when they spoke in the international context than in other context, but as the data in 

Tables 3.3 and 3.4 show, they were not excessive about it.  

Table 3.4: Candidate Valence by Locus  

 % Negative % Positive % Descriptive Total 

Political (General)  20.7% 73.6% 5.7% 100.0% 

Political (Specific)  24.7% 73.5% 1.8% 100.0% 

American People 26.6% 48.2% 25.2% 100.0% 

International 46.6% 8.3% 5.2% 100.1% 

 

Even considering the sub-findings with negative trust-talk in advertisements, 

challengers being more negative than incumbents, and increased negativity in the 

international context, overall trust was framed positively in most campaign instances. 

Candidates were positive and descriptive in advertisements 51 percent of the time, 

challengers did so 63.7 percent of the time, and international targets received non-

negative treatment 52.4 percent of the time.  

Active Trust-Talk 

Benoit and colleagues (2003) caution that assessing candidate communication 

from a strictly positive or negative classification is limiting. Campaign texts are complex 

and require deep analysis. While they make this point with specific reference to campaign 

ads, it holds true for trust-talk more generally. In their analysis of candidates’ character 

communication regarding personal qualities, Benoit and McHale (2003) used a grounded 

theory approach to create a four-dimension typology to categorize and differentiate 

between personality traits: morality, empathy, sincerity, and drive. The researchers place 
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trust in the sincerity dimension, which refers to voters’ faith in the candidates. Additional 

traits in the sincerity dimension are honesty, lack of consistency, promises, and openness. 

Their analysis reveals that sincerity is the third most used dimension of the four.  

In agreeing with Benoit and colleagues that it is important to move beyond 

positive/negative classifications, this analysis found that the candidates did not only rely 

on overwhelmingly positive trust-talk to motivate the public; they also framed trust as a 

verb in the present and future tense (variables: grammar and tense). Note the way 

candidates framed trust as a way to appeal to voters in these following examples: 

• You must select people who understand the problems, as well as they may 

be understood by human beings, but who above all will give you the kind 

of government at home that can unite you behind broad principles. In 

short, it must be the kind of government you will trust, (Dwight 

Eisenhower, October 8, 1952).  

• And then I mentioned it the other night I think—if there’s a crisis people 

are going to say ‘Well George Bush has taken us through some tough 

crises and we trust him to do that,’ (George H. W. Bush, October 19, 

1992).  

The grammar variable allowed me to track when trust was used as a noun, verb, 

command, or adjective. As a part of speech, trust can be a noun (e.g., “He lost our trust” 

or “I value the public’s trust”) or a verb (e.g., “I trust you” or “He can’t be trusted”). It 

can even be spoken as an imperative command, which functions as a more direct, 

sometimes harsher, verb-form (e.g., “Trust me”). Benoit and McHale (2003) note that 

trustworthiness is an important characteristic for our leaders to possess, which highlights 

how trust can be an adjective (e.g., “She is trustworthy”). As the data in Table 3.5 show, 
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candidates used trust as a verb in campaign speeches more than the other parts of speech. 

This pattern is notable across all source types. 

Table 3.5: Candidate Trust by Grammar and Source 

 Campaign Speeches Debates Advertisements 

Verb  65.3% 66.2% 80.4% 

Noun  28.8% 31.1% 9.8% 

Command 3.8% 0.0% 2.0% 

Adjective 2.2% 2.7% 7.8% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

  Additionally, candidates positioned trust in the present tense (60.3%) more often 

than in the future tense (29.4%), and in the future tense more often than in the past tense 

(variable: tense). A cross-tabulation of valence (positive/negative/descriptive), grammar 

(verb/noun/command/adjective), and tense (past/present/future) revealed that the majority 

of candidate trust-talk, 24.2 percent, was framed positively, as a verb, in the present tense 

while 13.4 percent was in the positive, verb-form in the future tense. Here, examine how 

candidates as diverse as Lyndon Johnson, Ross Perot, and George W. Bush connected 

trust to action:  

• I am really hoping that come Election Day a good many of these people that have 

exposed themselves to happy Americans with hope and faith and trust in their 

country, that they will get rid of their bad feelings and come and join us because 

the wonderful thing about this question of peace is it doesn’t make any difference 

whether you are Democrat or Republican, if you have a nuclear holocaust, you are 

gone (Lyndon Johnson, October 26, 1964).  
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• Pick a strong leader. Most importantly, pick the person who will do it. Not just 

talk about it. Pick the person you respect and trust. He cannot do it for you. You 

must stick with him as a united team (Ross Perot, 1992).  

• Ultimately though this election comes down to who do you trust—who do you 

trust to make the tough decisions; who do you trust to lead this country to a 

better tomorrow (George W. Bush, 2004).  

In Chapter 1, I asked if elites have invited Americans to no longer trust them. The first 

theme from this chapter shows that candidates, overall, were quite amiable with their use 

of trust-talk. Across time, circumstance, and genre, the men running for president 

between 1948-2012 employed positive, active language in the present and future to 

motivate voters with trust. In avoiding negativity, candidates did not look to scare or 

frighten the public into voting. In rarely speaking of trust as a characteristic or adjective 

(e.g., my trustworthiness), candidates did not boast or brag as the way to win a popularity 

contest. Instead, this analysis revealed that the candidates relied on a strategy of framing 

trust in a way that provided the public with agency, as voters were the ones who decided 

to trust as a candidate and a potential president.  

CANDIDATES FORMED IDENTIFICATION WITH TRUST  

Gerald R. Ford’s incumbent position during the 1976 campaign remains unlike 

any other in the history of United States presidential elections. His vice presidential 

appointment, amidst Spiro Agnew’s resignation regarding bribery and tax evasion 

charges, coupled with his succession to the presidency following Richard Nixon’s 

resignation, make him the only person to hold both offices without being elected. One 

month into his presidency, Ford granted Nixon a controversial pardon for his federal 

crimes during Watergate. Although Ford stated that he wanted to “firmly shut and seal 
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this book” on the Watergate scandal so that the country could move forward, many saw 

the pardon as further evidence of corruption in the oval office (DeFrank, 2014). 

Additionally, public opinion polls revealed the public’s trust in government dropped 16 

points between November 1972 and November 1976 (Pew, 2014).  

During the climate of political dishonesty and distrust, candidate Ford employed a 

distinct strategy when it came to trust-talk. This Michigander’s trust-talk focused on his 

own trustworthiness and that of his administration. While speaking at the University of 

Michigan on September 15, 1976, he stated that  

Fortunately, the skies are far brighter. My administration has restored trust in the 

White House. My administration has turned the economy around. We are in the 

midst of a growing prosperity. We have peace, and the capability, and the will to 

keep it.  

This sentiment is echoed in his speech one month later in St. Louis, Missouri:  

In the last two years that I’ve had the honor and the privilege to be your President,

 we’ve had a record that I think is one of performance. It’s a record of restoring

 honesty and confidence and trustworthiness in the White House. (Ford, 1976,

 October 16). 

His campaign ads also reiterated, “in two short years he has brought trust and 

decency back to the White House.” Approximately half of Ford’s campaigning trust-talk 

used this strategy of providing evidence for why the public should trust him for four more 

years. Did other candidates frame trust the same way?  

The answer is more complex than yes or no. Roughly 16 percent of candidates 

mentioned themselves as the target of trust (i.e., the one the public should trust—see 

Table 3.6). In doing so, these candidates sometimes addressed what they would do with 

the public’s trust (e.g., if you trust me as your leader…) and sometimes they appealed for 
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it (e.g., you can trust me); however, only 8 percent of the time did they take the extra step 

to provide evidence in support of their trustworthiness the way Ford did (variable: 

rationale). As apparent in the examples from Ford’s campaign, he offered economic 

performance and his record as proof that he was worthy of the public’s trust. Other 

incumbents used the same strategy as Ford, in which they referred to their success while 

in the White House. Challengers on the other hand, such as John Kerry, recounted their 

achievements in Congress and proof of their abilities:   

Over 20 years in the United States Senate I’ve worked with John McCain who’s

 sitting here. I’ve worked with other colleagues…and if Americans trust me with

 the Presidency, I can pledge to you we will have the most significant effort

 openly…” (2004, October 13).  

Table 3.6: Candidate Trust Target  

 % Negative % Positive/Descriptive 

Self  .1% 16.1% 

Washington  11.8% 27.2% 

Other Politicians 9.7% 3.9% 

American People 2.8% 24.6% 

International  1.3% 1.4% 

God 0.1% 0.8% 

News Media  0.1% 0.1% 

Total 25.9% 74.1% 

As evident in Table 3.6, an analysis of loci, targets, and rationale revealed that 

this type of trust-talk, in which candidates gave evidence for why they could be trusted, 

was not the primary or even the secondary frame they used. One reason candidates might 
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have sparely provided evidence of their trustworthiness is because such talk can be 

viewed as defensive. A person only needs to defend his position if it is being challenged. 

For instance, a student does not have to prove that she was not cheating on a test until 

someone questions if she did. The student who goes to great lengths to prove her ethical 

behavior before any accusations have been made looks rather guilty. Once a candidate 

uses defensive communication, he is conceding that some members of the public might 

not trust him. Additionally, defensive communication has the potential to create more 

discontent and hostility (Gibbs, 1961). In Ford’s case he was fighting against his 

predecessor’s recent political scandal and low public trust polls, but he was only one of 

the few presidents who used this type of trust-talk. If candidates did not heavily rely on 

defensive communication in elections, how did they frame trust?  

Instead of following the same strategy as Ford did with his trust-talk, this analysis 

found that candidates largely made discursive moves with trust to create connections with 

audiences. These findings can be understood in light of Kenneth Burke’s (1969) 

understanding of identification. In A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke argues that humans use 

communication as a means to create identification with others because humans are 

always-already separate from one another. He explains, 

In pure identification there would be no strife. Likewise, there would be no strife

 in absolute separateness, since opponents can join battle only through a mediatory

 ground that makes their communication possible, thus providing the first

 condition necessary for their interchange of blows. But put identification and

 divisions ambiguously together, so that you cannot know for certain just where

 one ends and the other begins, and you have the characteristic invitation to

 rhetoric. (1969, p. 25).  
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Rhetoric is not only a means of persuasion for Burke. Rhetoric is about creating 

identification with one’s communication partner or audience. In Dramatism and 

Development, Burke (1972) provides the three ways one might produce identification: 1) 

the rhetor may explicitly note how he is similar to the listener (e.g., I have student loans, 

too), 2) he may join sides with the audience against a common enemy (e.g., I don’t trust 

Washington, either), or 3) the rhetor could imply the connection with subtlety (e.g., we 

are in this together). Other scholars have extended the concept to include additional 

tactics rhetors can use to create identification (Benoit, 2000; Connaughton & Jarvis, 

2004), in the organizational context (Cheney, 1983), and in non-Western discourse 

(Ahmed, 2009).  Understanding humans’ symbolic communication from a place of 

identification allows one to uncover “how a rhetorical motive is often present where it is 

not usually recognized, or thought to belong” (Burke, 1969, p. xiii).  

Despite low levels of public trust in the political system, or perhaps because of 

these low polling numbers, candidates created identification in speeches, advertisements, 

and debates. The two main strategies candidates used were highlighting antithesis and 

making it reciprocal. To create antithesis, an individual must focus the communication 

on a third party. Approximately 22 percent of candidates’ trust-talk used this tactic to 

frame their communication as adversarial. The two enemies candidates presented to 

audiences were the general political system and their political opponent. First, candidates 

often presented themselves as the answer to the lack of trust in Washington. As Hart et al. 

(2000) found, many individuals on the campaign trail speak ill of the government, and 

candidates used a similar approach when mentioning trust.  For example, John McCain 

named “Washington, D.C.” as the problem during the second presidential debate in 2008 

when he responded to an audience member’s question with “And I can see why you feel 

that cynicism and mistrust because the system in Washington is broken.” Although 
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McCain was technically part of the system in Washington, he distanced himself in order 

to provide an outlet for the public’s dissatisfaction.  

An additional strategy to create antithesis with the general political system was to 

discuss low trust in relation to the international context (a sub-theme addressed earlier). 

With this strategy, candidates were able to be less personal in their assault on the United 

States political system:   

With effective machinery in place we must first address the conduct of our

 relations with our allies, with the Soviet Union, and with the People’s Republic

 of China. Confidence and trust in the United States has fallen to an all-time low.

 This must be reversed. (Ronald Reagan, 1980, October 19).  

In this televised address, Ronald Reagan made the problem larger than just one person or 

one administration. Here, it seems that everyone had a problem with the United States, 

and Reagan positioned himself as separate from that problem.  

Some candidates were incumbents who had years of White House experience, 

making it difficult for them to criticize Washington when they were campaigning for re-

election because they were clearly part of the institution. Others had vast political 

experience, which could still pose problems when trying to construct antithesis with 

Washington. Occasionally, a candidate was not a career politician; therefore it was easier 

to make the case that he did not agree with Washington’s actions. For example, Ross 

Perot had an even easier time with antithesis during the 1996 campaign because he was 

able to capitalize on his Washington-outsider position. He called attention to public 

opinion data stating that “only 19 percent of the people trust our government” at the time 

(Ross Perot, 1996, September 13).  

While calling attention to low public trust polls might be less than ideal for an 

incumbent, and still tricky for seasoned politician, it is not so problematic for an outsider. 
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In the 2016 GOP primary, three presidential contenders branded themselves as outsiders: 

Donald Trump, Ben Carson, and Carly Fiorina. Overall, candidates created antithesis by 

making Washington the enemy so they could identify with voters’ anxieties about the 

general political system. Gamson (1992) noted that some frames are able to resonate with 

a culture because of their connection to that culture, and it appears that candidates tapped 

into the publics’ anxieties by distancing themselves from the negative associations in 

voters’ minds.   

The more direct approach to building identification via antithesis is to speak 

pointedly about another individual’s shortcomings or mistakes. Candidates in this sample 

used various levels of directness when critiquing their opponent. Some candidates 

achieved antithesis by making veiled attacks against the previous or current 

administration. Jimmy Carter used this approach in 1976:   

There has never been an American election quite like this one. We have had

 economic problems before. We have had poor leadership before. But never before

 have we had such widespread lack of trust in our government. Because of a war 

 our people did not want, because of scandals our people did not want, because of

 economic mismanagement our people did not want, millions of Americans have

 lost faith in our government. (Jimmy Carter, 1976, September 15). 

While Carter did not say President Gerald Ford, the Ford Administration, or even the 

Republican Party in these remarks, he made Ford the enemy by highlighting some of the 

issues noted at the beginning of this theme.  

Barry Goldwater followed a similar approach, though a bit more specific, during a 

speech in 1964:   

There would be little reason for alarm if we were confronted only with occasional

 minor abuses of power promptly detected and punished—in all ages there will be
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 someone who abuses the trust of power. But an Administration is sick when it is

 riddled with abuse when those abuses are concealed, swept under the rug, because

 they reach too high or touch too many. (September 15, 1964).  

Speaking about an opponent without mentioning the opponent has its tactical 

advantages. The indirectness allows one to avoid finger-pointing and name-calling, which 

are generally considered uncivil methods that voters dislike. Still, even without naming 

President Johnson, one could confidently assume that Barry Goldwater was referencing 

the sitting president.   

While these examples show subtler antithesis against a specific opponent, some 

candidate-trust talk used to build antithesis was more explicit. In contrasting himself with 

President George H. W. Bush in 1992, Bill Clinton stated that “the economic philosophy 

of this [Bush] administration is that you make the economy grow by putting more and 

more wealth into the hands of fewer and fewer people at the top, getting government out 

of the way, and trusting them to make the right decision and to invest and to create 

jobs,” (1992, September 2). Clinton went on to say that he would rather invest in people 

than give more money to the “people at the top.” In this example Clinton placed attention 

on, what he considers, bad decisions by President Bush (i.e., trusting the elite few). He 

was telling the American people that a Clinton administration would be on their side 

while a Bush administration would not.  

More direct still was when candidates framed an opponent’s actions in a negative 

manner or highlighted an opponent’s mistakes in order to generate antithesis. During the 

1968 campaign, Herbert Humphrey repeatedly criticized Richard Nixon for declining to 

engage in a presidential debate:  

And I ask why is Mr. Nixon afraid to debate? Why does he fear the judgment of the

 American people? I call on Mr. Nixon and Mr. Wallace to join me in open
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 debate—the three of us together on the same platform. I do not believe the

 American people should trust any man as President if he dare not trust himself in

 the free competition of ideas.” (1968, October 12). 

Humphrey could have framed Nixon’s decision to avoid a televised debate in a 

number of ways, but Humphrey chose to use this opportunity to bring trust into the 

conversation. In doing so he reframed the conversation as he set the new context (Pan & 

Kosicki, 1993). Humphrey framed Nixon’s choice as a character flaw that proved he was 

not trustworthy. As Humphrey was eager to debate, his character remained intact, and he 

clearly distinguished himself as the candidate worth the public’s trust. Bob Dole also 

relied on this antithesis tactic heavily during the 1996 election: “The examples are 

familiar. Four years ago candidate Clinton promised a middle class tax cut but President 

Clinton delivered a massive middle class tax increase. It was a shameless violation of 

public trust.”  

With antithesis, candidates were able to build identification with voters by saying 

“I don’t trust the government, either” or “you can trust me more than you can trust him.” 

Candidates often provided support for their claims, whether they came in the form of 

referencing a previous administrations poor performance or noting the broken promises a 

candidate previously made (Table 3.7—variable: rationale). Although just over half of 

their critiques regarding trust included support, they often provided support when they 

mentioned an opponent directly (26.4% of the time) and offered claims against the 

opponents’ trustworthiness without rationale less often (10.7%).  
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Table 3.7: Candidate Building Antithesis by Rationale   

 % with Rationale % without Rationale 

Self  0% .5% 

Washington  24.4% 21.3% 

Other Politicians 26.4% 10.7% 

American People 2.0% 8.6% 

International  1.0% 4.1% 

News Media  1.0% 0% 

Total 54.8% 45.2% 

Deflecting the public’s focus to a third party can be helpful in creating 

identification, but Burke (1972) notes “the major power of identification derives from 

situations in which it goes unnoticed” (p. 28). He provided the example of “we” language 

to demonstrate how a rhetor may connect a group or groups of individuals who are 

clearly divided. This analysis found that candidates used a form of implicit identification 

with the public that was even more subtle than using “we” language. The second major 

way candidates created identification was by making trust reciprocal. As trust is 

relational, there are two parties to consider in analyzing the way candidates framed it—

the party receiving it (variable: target) and the party responsible for trusting (variable: 

locus). Table 3.6 showed the variety of targets candidates referenced when speaking 

about trust, including themselves, other politicians, and Washington generally; however, 

that table only tells one piece of the story. From 1948 – 2012 candidates framed their 

trust-talk with many different loci and targets, in various combinations, to create 

identification via interpersonal relationships with the public. 
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The cross-tabulations revealed that candidates often framed the trust-talk in terms 

of their own trust in the public. While candidates most often framed their trust-talk in 

terms of whom the public trusted (58.3%—variable: locus), they made specific 

politicians the locus 22.3 percent of the time. As Table 3.8 also shows, nearly 17 percent 

of candidates’ positive trust-talk placed the politician in the locus position; once again, it 

was the second most prominent locus after the public. By making the candidates 

themselves key components of the conversation, they were capitalizing on the 

interpersonal nature of trust to say “You can trust me because I trust you” without having 

to say so explicitly. It is not all that shocking that candidates emphasized the public as the 

primary locus in their overall trust-talk or that the public received mostly positive 

treatment; the public is the one casting ballots on Election Day. A discussion of whom 

the public could and could trust is an important element of candidate communication.  

The finding that candidates included trust-talk that underscores themselves as the locus 

illustrates how they tried to create identification with voters via a reciprocal relationship.  

Table 3.8: Candidate Trust Locus by Valence  

 Percent Negative Percent Positive 

Specific Politician 5.5% 16.8% 

Washington  2.4% 9.1% 

American People 15.5% 42.8% 

International  3.5% 4.1% 

News Media  0.3% 0.0% 

Total 27.2% 72.8% 

Many candidates made statements about how much they trusted the public.  
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• “I trust the people because they know the facts” (Harry Truman, 1948 

November 1).  

• “If I were to put my political philosophy tonight into a single phrase it 

would be this: Trust the people” (Adlai Stevenson, 1956, September 13).  

• “I trust the teachers, not the government, to do what’s right for our 

students” (George H. W. Bush, 1992, September 9).    

• “What America needs now in this hour is a fighter. Someone who puts all 

his cards on the table and trusts the judgment of the American people” 

(John McCain, 2008, October 17). 

During his second campaign, George W. Bush made this relational strategy a key 

element of his messaging as he used parallelism to stress his locus position and persuade 

voters:  

And so when you hear my discussion today about what I intend to do for

 America, I want you to hear inherent in my philosophy – in my policies is this

 philosophy: That I trust people. I trust people to make the right decisions for

 their families; I trust people to make the right decisions when it comes to

 healthcare; I trust people when it comes to making the right decisions with their

 own money; and I trust people to make the right decisions when it comes to

 managing their retirement accounts. (2004, September 21). 

His message was similar to Adlai Stevenson’s philosophy in 1956, highlighting 

how this strategy was available to Democrats, Republicans, challengers, and incumbents. 

While these examples are explicit in noting the reciprocal nature of the relationship 

between candidates and voters, others spoke more conceptually about it. As the data in 

Table 3.8 show, 9.1 percent of the trust loci focused on the general system trusting the 

people. George McGovern said, “the next president can restore trust in government only 
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if he himself trusts the people to face the facts and see the truth,” (1972, October 7). John 

Kerry noted that the “government ought to trust people. One way to trust them is to 

make sure the Social Security System works well,” (2004, September 7).  

This type of messaging works to create identification with public because trust’s 

relational quality means when a candidate frames the conversation as the voters trust in 

them and the candidates’ trust in the voters, it reduces the clear division between the two 

groups. Metaphorically, the candidate is extending a hand to the voter and bringing her 

closer to say, “we are in this together.” Candidates hope that this repetition will lead to 

the frame becoming so routine that it no longer has to be explained (Entman, Matthes, & 

Pellicano, 2009); instead, the public can just remember and relive feelings of 

trustworthiness upon seeing the candidates’ name.  

Additionally, some candidates highlighted the interpersonal relationship while 

creating antithesis at the same time. Bob Dole used this strategy repeatedly during the 

1996 election when addressing the difference between himself and President Bill Clinton. 

In various speeches he used versions of the phrase “I trust the people—Clinton trusts the 

government.” That sentiment was echoed in George W. Bush’s 2000 campaign against Al 

Gore: “There are important differences in this campaign. My opponent trusts 

Washington; I trust you” (George W. Bush, 2000, September 3). To win an election, a 

candidate must overcome the division of a distrusting public, or at least do so more than 

his/her opponent, and framing trust as a key component of the faux-interpersonal 

relationship is one strategy they use to do so.  

GOP CANDIDATES MONOPOLIZED TRUST  

Former Soviet Union leader Nikita Khrushchev is quoted as saying “Politicians 

are the same all over. They promise to build a bridge even when there is no river.” 
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Contrary to Khrushchev’s sweeping statement, there are differences between the 

campaign communication of Democrats and Republicans parties in the United States. As 

Petrocik (1996) suggests, different issues “belong” to each party; for example, 

Republican campaigns address foreign policy and taxation while Democrat campaigns 

champion social issues and the environment. Moreover, others have found additional 

differences such as Democrats discussing policy (Benoit, 2004) and the party (Jarvis, 

2004) more than Republicans, while Republicans address character (Benoit, 2004) and 

American ideals (Jarvis, 2004) more than Democrats.  

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that with respect to trust-talk, Republicans and 

Democrats emphasized trust differently. In extending the metaphor of frame-building as a 

competition (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987), Republicans seem to have won the fight over 

trust. Republicans repeated trust more than twice as much as Democrats from 1948 - 

2012 (69% and 30%, respectively). As the data in Figure 3.2 show, of the 17 elections in 

this sample, Republicans spoke about trust more than Democrats in 13 of the campaigns 

(with 1948, 1968, 1972, and 2012 as the exceptions). Overall, this analysis did not find 

significant differences between the ways Republicans and Democrats framed trust, but it 

did reveal that Republicans have dominated the frame-building surrounding trust for the 

past 65 years.  This finding is similar to Benoit and McHale (2003), who considered trust 

an important subdivision of the sincerity character dimension. They also found that 

Republicans used sincerity more than Democrats. This analysis follows suit.  
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Figure 3.2: Candidate Trust Frequency by Party 1948 – 2012 

 

Additionally, I looked at what percentage of trust-talk in each election year was 

spoken by Republicans and Democrats (Table 3.9—variables: year, party, speaker). 

Overall, the top five candidates who spoke about trust with the highest frequency during 

campaigns were all Republican: Bob Dole (16.9% in 1996), George W. Bush (11.2% in 

2000), George W. Bush (9.4% in 2004), George H. W. Bush (5.5% in 1992), and Gerald 

Ford (5.4% in 1976), and Ronald Reagan (5.2%). Although five different Republican 

candidates ran for president in more than one election, only George W. Bush maintained 

a high-level of trust-talk in multiple campaigns. For the Democrats, Al Gore’s trust-talk 

in 2000 was the highest for his party (4.9%), followed by Hubert Humphrey in 1968 

(3.2%) and George McGovern in 1972 (2.0%). In the face of contentious wars, both 
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Lyndon Johnson (1964) and John Kerry (2004) referenced trust 1.8 percent of the time 

during their respective campaigns.  

Table 3.9: Candidate Overall Percent Trust-Talk by Partisan Affiliation   

 Republican Democrat 

1948 Dewey 0.3% Truman 0.9% 

1952 Eisenhower 1.4% Stevenson 0.9% 

1956  

1960 

1964 

1968  

Eisenhower 

Nixon 

Goldwater 

Nixon 

2.1% 

0.9% 

2.0% 

1.6% 

Stevenson 

Kennedy 

Johnson 

Humphrey 

1.7% 

0.9% 

1.8% 

3.2% 

1972 Nixon 0.7% McGovern 2.0% 

1976  Ford 5.4% Carter 0.9% 

1980 Reagan 3.2% Carter 0.7% 

1984 Reagan 2.0% Mondale 1.6% 

1988 

1992 

1996 

H. W. Bush 

H. W. Bush 

Dole 

1.3% 

5.5% 

16.9% 

Dukakis 

Clinton 

Clinton 

0.8% 

1.7% 

1.4% 

2000 

2004 

W. Bush 

W. Bush 

11.2% 

9.4% 

Gore 

Kerry 

4.9% 

1.8% 

2008 McCain 4.7% Obama 1.3% 

2012 Romney 0.5% Obama 1.1% 

 

While there is value in noting the difference in how salient Republican and 

Democrat candidates made trust, an even more nuanced understanding of the party 
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differences is evident when analyzing trust-talk in light of George Lakoff’s discussion of 

the difference between the political parties (1996). Employing the metaphor of the United 

States as a family, with the government as the parent and citizens as the children, Lakoff 

(1996) proposes that much of the difference between conservatives and liberals relates to 

their family-based worldviews. Conservatives obey a Strict Father model where ideal 

citizens are those who were taught to be self-disciplined and self-reliant individuals who 

pursue their self-interests. The strict parent teaches her child through rewards for 

uniformity and adherence to the hierarchy while punishing deviance. Liberals, on the 

other hand, follow a Nurturant Parent model. Lakoff explains that for the Nurturant 

Parent, “A fulfilling life is assumed to be, in significant part, a nurturant life, one 

committed to family and community responsibility. Self-fulfillment and the nurturance of 

others are seen as inseparable” (p. 109). In this model, self-discipline grows from 

empathy and care for others. Such distinct worldviews provide the basis for 

understanding political policies and programs for conservatives and liberals. For 

example, conservatives view social programs as amoral because they reward those who 

were not disciplined enough to become self-reliant; liberals see social programs as an 

opportunity to care for and investment in people.  

While both parties approach the metaphor of the United States as a family from 

different perspectives, Lakoff contends that conservatives are far better at communicating 

their moral position. Others have found empirical support for this claim by showing that 

Republicans use  more moral value statements overall than Democrats (Cienki, 2004; 

Spielvogel, 2005; Ohl et al., 2013). Additionally, Ohl et al. (2013) found that Democrats 

actually avoid the Nurturant Parent model when talking about social issues. How might 

these differences relate to the way Republicans and Democrats talk about trust?   



 65 

The Strict Father model might suggest that a Republican would be more likely to say “I 

trust citizens, as opposed to the government, to make the right choices” because the 

citizen would have been taught to function without heavy governmental intervention. 

Lakoff (1996) explains that in the Strict Father model,  

Mature citizens have to sink or swim by themselves. Citizens are on their own and  

have to prove their responsibility and self-reliance…They know what is good for them 

better than their government, which is distant from them. A good government does not 

meddle or interfere in their lives. Any governmental meddling or interfering is strongly 

resented. (p. 273).  

Of all candidate references to trust in this sample, Republicans framed the 

discussion as trusting the public 20.9 percent of the time while Democrats only framed it 

this way 5.1 percent (variable: target). Of the four possible targets listed in Table 3.10, 

the public target was the only one with a significant difference between Republicans and 

Democrats.  

Table 3.10: Candidate Trust Target within Party   

 Democrat Republican 

Political (General)  42.3% 37.2% 

Political (Specific)  35.7% 28.8% 

Public 18.3% 30.3% 

International  3.8% 2.5% 

God  0.0% 1.1% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 
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Some Republican candidates were very direct in making the distinction between where 

they placed trust compared to democrats:  

• And I do trust the voters. I trust the people—President Clinton trusts the 

government (Bob Dole, 1996).  

•  My opponent trusts Washington; I trust you: individual Americans to make 

decisions with your own money, your own schools, your own health, and your 

own retirement (George W. Bush, 2000).  

Other Republican candidates were less accusatory in their descriptions:  

• And our party shall always remain committed to a more secure, a brighter, and an 

even better future for all our people. We go out from here with unbounded trust 

in the American people (Dwight Eisenhower, 1952).  

•  But my view of government places trust not in one person or one party but in 

those values that transcend persons and parties. The trust is where it belongs –in 

the people (Ronald Reagan, 1980).  

• What America needs in this hour is a fighter; someone who puts all his cards on 

the table and trusts the judgment of the American people, (John McCain, 2008).  

Conversely, the Nurturant Parent looks to raise a child with “the ability to nurture 

others” (Lakoff, 1996, p. 110). A Democrat might say “trust your neighbor because we 

are all in this together.” When analyzing the cross-tabulations of loci and targets, 7.5 

percent of Democrat candidates’ trust-talk spoke about the American people’s trust in 

other members of the public while only 1.1 percent of Republican trust-talk did (Table 

3.11). Democrats referenced the American people trusting other members of the public in 

the following ways:  
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• Whatever the electorate decides I ask that we…dedicate ourselves, each one of us 

alone and all of us together, to that belief in ourselves, that trust in each other, on 

which the greatness of our country rests (Adlai Stevenson, 1952).  

• This country must be based upon a common trust. And there must be a great 

pride in our citizenship (Herbert Humphrey, 1968).  

• The trust in one another knowing that when the chips are down the person next to 

you has got your back and you’ve got their’s (Barack Obama, 2012).  

Table 3.11: Candidate Targets by Locus  

 Political 

(General) 

Political 

(Specific) 

Public International 

 D% R% D% R% D% R% D% R% 

Political (General) 0.9 1.1 0.0 1.1 2.3 11.3 0.5 1.1 

Political (Specific)  3.3 3.8 3.3 4.0 8.5 17.7 0.5 0.6 

American People  31.0 26.7 29.6 23.7 7.5 1.1 0.0 0.2 

International  7.0 5.5 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.2 2.8 0.6 

This analysis revealed that the GOP put more linguistic effort into framing trust 

than Democrats. Republican candidates invited the public to think about trust on more 

occasions than Democrats candidates, and specific targets and loci in the frames also 

differed between the parties. While Republicans have framed trust as an interpersonal 

relationship between the candidate and the public, Democrats have more often discussed 

it as people trusting people. It may be the case that Republicans, the party for small 

government, have an easier time positioning themselves on the same side as the public (a 

public that declares that they do not trust the government).  
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CONCLUSION 

Chapter 1 raised the possibility that elites may have talked the public out of 

trusting them. This chapter has examined the ways that candidates running for President 

of the United States from 1948-2012 have discussed trust in their speeches, debate 

appearances, and television advertisements. The data show how these candidates have 

been largely positive in their trust-talk and have used the language of trust to emphasize 

identification and reciprocal relations with the public. The data also reveal how 

Republicans have been far more likely to traffic in the talk of trust than Democrats; their 

doing so has sharpened trust in line with a conservative strict parent model (more than a 

liberal nurturing parent approach). Republicans, more so than Democrats, have made 

trust a salient campaign issue, which is to say that Republicans have controlled “what the 

controversy is about, the essence of the issue,” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, p. 143). 

Given the power of framing in helping candidates achieve their goals, as well as the 

power of language to shape reality, democrats maybe want to re-visit their strategy of 

being reluctant to take part in the frame-building during campaigns. The extent to which 

these patterns are repeated once a candidate wins the presidency is the topic for Chapter 

4. 
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Chapter 4:  Presidential Trust-Talk 

The 2002 midterm elections were unique in that they marked the first time since the Civil 

War that a Republican president’s party gained seats in Congress, and only the third time any 

president saw midterm gains regardless of party (the first being 1934 under FDR and the second 

1998 under Bill Clinton, see Beckwith, 2002). Following the victory, Sandra Sobieraj of the 

Associated Press asked President George W. Bush, during a news conference on November 7, 

2002, if he viewed the Republican victories as a mandate on his presidency. Bush’s response to 

her parallels the findings discussed in Chapter 3 as he strategically framed trust between 

candidates and voters:  

President Bush: Yes. First, I think candidates win elections because they’re good

 candidates, not because they may happen to have the President as a friend—or a foe, for

 that matter. Races that were won were won because people were able to convince the

 voters they could trust their judgment, convince the voters they care deeply about their

 circumstances. I believe if there is a mandate in any election, at least in this one, it’s that

 people want something to get done.  

Later in the news conference, NBC News’s Campbell Brown asked a follow-up regarding 

the potential meta-message of the Republicans’ victory:  

Brown: Thank you, Mr. President. You were very gracious earlier, giving credit in this

 last election to the individual candidates. But a lot of those candidates say they have you

 to thank. Given the fact that your own election for President was so  close it had to be

 decided by the Supreme Court, do you now feel personally reassured that these midterm

 elections validated your Presidency?  

President Bush: Thank you for that loaded question [laughter]. Look, sometimes you win

 them, and sometimes you lose elections. That’s just the way it is. And I was pleased with

 the results. I was more particularly pleased for the candidates who worked so hard, and
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 their families and their workers. That’s how I feel about it. I really don’t put this in

 personal terms…. I know what it’s like to run for office. I know the strains it puts on

 families. I know the tired—the endless hours you spend campaigning and all the

 wonderful questions you have to answer as part of a campaign. I know all that, and these

 candidates deserve all the credit. And I was proud to help some of them the best I could.

 But the way you win a race is, you convince the people of your State or your district that

 they can trust your judgment and they can trust your character and they can trust your

 values. And it takes a lot of work to do that, and these candidates get the credit. And I—I

 appreciate you pointing out that some people have given me credit. The credit

 belongs to people in the field.  

This chapter focuses on how presidents used trust while in office. President Bush’s 

remarks above suggest similarities between trust-talk in the Oval Office and on the campaign 

trail. It raises the larger question of “if candidates motivated and created identification with trust, 

and if the GOP sharpened it while they were campaigning, did Presidents use the same strategies 

in their framing of trust?” Chapter 4 answers that question by analyzing the same nine variables 

as Chapter 3 (valence, grammar, tense, loci, targets, speaker, year, party, and rationale) with 

attention toward who was responsible for the trust-talk, who was included in the trust-

relationship, how it was presented, and how that pattern differs from the findings in Chapter 3.  

The presidential trust-talk included in this chapter was from State of the Union addresses 

(SOTU), news conferences, and addresses to the nation from the last 65 years. As addressed in 

Chapter 1, presidents have strategic goals in mind when they are communicating in these various 

genres. Whether they are looking to gain re-election or rally support for their initiatives, 

presidents may promote a preferred interpretation of trust’s role in the U.S. context. This analysis 

revealed that unlike Bush above, most presidents framed trust differently than they did while on 

the campaign trail. While in the White House they framed it as an institutional commodity. 



 71 

Presidents did so by neglecting the interpersonal relationship voters, targeting the general sense 

of the public, emphasizing trust in the international context. Similar to the findings of Chapter 3, 

however, was that Republican presidents used it more. They contributed to trust 

institutionalization by revering it. In these ways, presidents built trust-frames to promote a 

performed interpretation of government in the United States (see Edelman, 1964; Gamson, 

1992). 

PRESIDENTIAL TRUST-TALK NEGLECTED AN INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIP WITH VOTERS 

If this theme seems short to you, it is because the overall frequencies in this chapter 

revealed that very rarely did presidents connected trust to individual voters while in office. As 

the data in Table 4.1 show, the public was the target of presidential trust-talk only 9 percent of 

the time from 1948 – 2012. In other words, unlike in Chapter 3, once in office presidents re-

framed their trust-talk away from the interpersonal domain. Whereas the relational aspect of trust 

was sharpened in Chapter 3 (e.g., “Trust me because I trust you”), the connection between 

presidents and individual members of the polity were less salient during moments of governance. 

It is one thing to be a candidate asking for a job. It is quite another to be the president who must 

complete the job. Overall, presidents were less interested in the people as the target of their trust-

talk upon entering the White House.  

Table 4.1: Frequency of Presidential Trust-Talk by Target 

Target Overall % 
Political General  47.5% 
Political Specific  15.8% 
People  
International 

9.2% 
27.4% 

Total 99.9% 

If one of the structural incentives that presidents have, with respect to language, is to craft 

it and utilize it to gain public support, why did presidents abandon the people when they spoke 
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about trust? It may be the case that the relationship building required for a presidential campaign, 

and achieved through reciprocal trust-talk, is rendered less important while in office (see Hart, 

1987). A president makes many decisions without the public’s consent (or even public awareness 

at times). The public’s interpersonal relationship with the president, no matter how real or 

imagined, might not carry as much weight when the commander-in-chief is already completing 

the job on a day-to-day basis. Trust does not appear to be a linguistic tool presidents used to get 

their work done, at least not to the extent they used it while they were campaigning.   

There are at least two implications of the presidential choice to disregard the people as a 

target of trust while in office. On the one hand, presidents may be missing an opportunity to 

engage in relationship building that could help them govern. As Kernell (2007) finds, modern 

presidents often forgo bargaining with legislators and instead turn to public addresses as a means 

of gaining support for initiatives and policies. Richard Nixon certainly included public appeals 

during the fallout from Watergate when he said “In giving you these records—blemishes and 

all—I am placing my trust in the basic fairness of the American people” (April 29, 1974). Still, 

the presidents in this sample did not generally frame trust the same way. Although Kernell points 

out that “going public” is not always successful and may have negative consequences for the 

democratic system of governance, this practice is still prevalent in a era of advanced 

communication technologies and partisan politics. Presidents include the people in their trust-

frames during their campaign communication when they are candidates, and perhaps they could 

find a different kind of success while doing so in office.  

On the other hand, the abrupt neglect of the American people in presidential trust-talk 

could work to diminish the public’s trust in the political system and politicians overall. Much 

like the Barbara Streisand and Neil Diamond Billboard Hot 100 song “You Don’t Bring Me 

Flowers [anymore]” exemplifies, acting differently in the present, when compared to what was 

accustom to in the past, breeds discontent. If candidates are constantly reiterating how much trust 
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they have in the people, how is the electorate supposed to react when presidents ignore them? 

They may feel abandoned, betrayed, or even distrusting in return. If frames invite the people to 

think about concepts in a particular way (Edelman, 1964; Gamson, 1992), the stark contrast 

between the way candidates frame trust and the way presidents abandon it may contribute to the 

national mood.   

PRESIDENTS INVOKED THE GENERAL SENSE OF THE PUBLIC 

  Presidents may not have spoken about the people as the target of trust (e.g., “I trust 

you”), but they did not ignore the public either. The locus variable tracked who was responsible 

for doing the trusting (e.g., “I trust you”).  Presidents did reference the people as the locus of 

trust more than any other category (e.g., “Washington must earn your trust”). Table 4.2 shows 

that 42.5 percent of presidential trust-talk had the people in the locus position. This finding 

signals the second way that presidents made trust institutional: they invoked a general sense of 

the public. Gone was the brevity of Chapter 3 (“I trust the people because they know the facts” 

[Harry Truman]; “I trust the teachers not the government” [George H. W. Bush]). Instead, 

sitting presidents chose a more abstract means of connecting trust to the electorate. When 

presidents chose to address the people’s trust in the system, they highlighted trust’s valuable role 

in U.S. politics. 

Table 4.2: Frequency of Presidential Trust-Talk in General System by Locus 

Locus Overall % 

Political (General System)  10.1% 

Political (Specific Person) 28.5% 

American People 

International 

42.5% 

19.0% 

Total 100.1% 
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Presidents often talked about the importance of the peoples’ trust in the political system 

during State of the Union Addresses. On February 2, 1953, President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

chose an abstract way to talk about trust when he said “The safety of America and the trust of 

the people alike demand that the personnel of the Federal Government be loyal in their motive 

and reliable in the discharge of their duties.” Similarly, President Bill Clinton stated on January 

24, 1995 that “all of us, Republicans and Democrats alike, must say ‘We hear you. We will work 

together to earn the jobs you have given us.’ For we are the keepers of a sacred trust, and we 

must be faithful to it in this new and very demanding era.” This theme shows how presidents 

used trust as a linguistic tool, not to build relationship with individual Americans, but to elevate 

trust to a more top-down concept. If candidates ask for trust, then presidents expand its meaning 

by reminding the people about how important it is.  

By speaking about the publics’ trust in the system with such admiration, presidents 

reminded the citizenry, politicians, and even themselves of trust’s essential role in the democratic 

process. A statement attributed to the 43rd president—Don’t mess with Texas—could be swapped 

with “Don’t mess with Trust.” A benefit of this positioning is that it may have helped presidents 

frame their own bad news.   

Problematic situations throughout history have required presidents to speak about 

violations of the people’s trust, as well as the negative consequences of such violations (variable: 

valence). Sometimes these issues occurred in the business setting. When challenging situations 

arose in industry, presidents focused on efforts to fix the strife between the public and the private 

sector. For example, while introducing his bailout plan during the savings and loan crisis of the 

late 1980s, President George H. W. Bush stated, “Let those who would take advantage of the 

public trust and put at risk the savings of American families anticipate that we will seek them 

out, pursue them, and demand the most severe penalties” (February 6, 1989). Regrettably, there 
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have been many other professional instances of betrayal and corruption that have elicited a 

presidential response:  

• The McClellan Committee disclosures of corruption, racketeering, and abuse of 

trust and power in labor-management affairs have aroused America and amazed 

other peoples (Dwight Eisenhower, January 9, 1959).  

• My question is whether you think Americans can trust the oil companies today, or 

whether they might logically conclude that companies have been manipulating 

recent events to drive up their prices and profits (Gerald Ford, July 12, 1975). 

• It is an egregious matter of breach of public trust in the sense that this bank 

apparently was doing very bad things. But I’ve seen motives assigned to various 

people that I’m not prepared to accept at this point (George H. W. Bush, August 2, 

1991).  

• I’m a believer in the free enterprise system. But I’m also a strong believer in 

holding people accountable when they betray the trust of employees and 

shareholders, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do (George W. Bush, July 8, 

2002).  

A president’s job would likely be much easier if he only had to address unfavorable 

circumstances in corporate America; however, some presidents have been faced with issues 

within the government. Following the 1994 mid-term elections, Democrats were crushed in the 

House and Senate amid calls against President Bill Clinton’s healthcare reform and the 

circulation of the Republican’s Contract with America (Cooper, 2016). President Clinton blamed 

lobbyists for low trust during his January 24, 1995 State of the Union Address:  

We have a lot more to do before people really trust the way things work around here. 

Three times as many lobbyists are in the streets and corridors of Washington as were here 20 

years ago. The American people look at their Capital, and they see a city where the well-
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connected and the well-protected can work the system, but the interests of ordinary citizens are 

often left out.   

Although not part of this dataset, it is interesting to note that the Contract with America 

also used trust to frame the mid-election in the Republicans favor: “On the first day of the 104th 

Congress, the new Republican majority will immediately pass the following major reforms, 

aimed at restoring the faith and trust of the American people in their government similar 

begins,” (Luntz, 2007; National Center for Public Policy Research).  

Other presidents, like Richard Nixon, were required to address untrustworthy acts related 

to their own administration. In his second televised address regarding Watergate, Nixon noted 

that “To most of us, Watergate has come to mean not just a burglary and bugging of party 

headquarters but a whole series of acts that either represent or appear to represent an abuse of 

trust” (Nixon, August 15, 1973). During these remarks, Nixon denied his role in the scandal and 

instead focused on an “attempt to put the events in perspective from the standpoint of the 

Presidency.” Nixon portrayed the break-in as something that really did not required individual 

people’s attention. Instead, he continued to frame it in terms of a grand, abstract view of the 

public.  

In light of negative situations, presidents at times provided solutions to violations of trust, 

although they engaged in such problem-solving sparingly in this sample. In the first evening 

press conference of his presidency, President Barack Obama addressed the financial crisis as he 

spoke about getting the trust back by “work[ing] with the banks in an effective way to clean up 

their balance sheets so that some trust is restored within the marketplace, because right now part 

of the problem is that nobody really knows what’s on the banks’ books” (Obama, February 9, 

2009). Then, in his January 27, 2010 State of the Union address one year later, President Obama 

said  
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We have to recognize that we face more than a deficit of dollars right now. We face a

 deficit of trust, deep and corrosive doubts about how Washington works, that have been

 growing for years. To close that credibility gap, we have to take action on both ends of

 Pennsylvania Avenue to end the outsized influence of lobbyists, to do our work openly,

 to give our people the Government they deserve. 

When damaging situations arose, presidents had many linguistic options available to 

them—they were not required to include trust in their response; however, by framing the 

situations as violations of the public trust, they protected trusts’ role as an institutional tool that 

demanded respect. Presidents from both parties framed trust in this manner. The data in Table 

4.3 show that Democrats did it 24.6 percent of the time, and the data in Table 4.4 show that 

Republicans did so 18.0 percent of the time. Presidents framed trust in an abstract way to counter 

the negative experiences that could have contributed to the low levels of trust in government that 

the public reported in much of their opinion polling (Coleman, 1990; Hetherington, 1998). 

Table 4.3: Frequency of the Democrats’ Presidential Trust-Talk by Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American 
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General  6.3% 3.2% 4.8% 15.9% 

Political Specific  2.4% 4.8% 1.6% 5.6% 

American People 
 
International 

24.6% 
 

15.9% 

1.6% 
 

2.4% 

4.0% 
 

0.0% 

0.0% 
 

7.1% 
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Table 4.4: Frequency of the Republicans’ Presidential Trust-Talk by Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American 
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General  4.0% 4.0% 4.4% 9.2% 

Political Specific  19.2% 8.4% 2.4% 10.0% 

American People  
 
International 

18.0% 
 

5.6% 

4.0% 
 

0.8% 

2.0% 
 

0.0% 

0.4% 
 

7.6% 

   

PRESIDENTS EMPHASIZED TRUST IN THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

First of all, I don’t trust Saddam Hussein. I don’t believe he’ll tell the truth. He didn’t tell 

the truth for over a decade. I just can’t believe he’s going to change his ways just because he 

happens to be captured. And so I don’t think we ought to trust his word.  

President George W. Bush, December 15, 2003 

Unlike in Chapter 3, presidents pushed trust into the international context. As illustrated 

above, President George W. Bush did not mince words in connecting trust to his father’s 

adversary. He was not alone. The often-quoted line from President Ronald Reagan might come 

to mind for some: “Do I trust him? Well, he’s a personable gentleman, but I cite to him a 

Russian proverb—I’m not a linguist, but I at least learned that much Russian—and I said to him, 

“Dovorey no provorey.” It means trust, but verify” (June 11, 1987). As some may even think of 

the more positive and optimistic statements, like this one by President Jimmy Carter: “We trust 

the Shah to maintain stability in Iran, to continue with the democratization process, and also to 

continue with the progressive change in the Iranian social and economic structure” (November 

30, 1978). 

The international context was the backdrop for a variety of presidents’ trust-talk, as 

presidents made it the target 27.4 percent of the time and locus 19.0 percent of the time. 

Compared those numbers to Chapter 3 where international actors were only the target 2.8 percent 
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and the locus 7.6 percent. The thematic analysis revealed that presidents continued to expand the 

meaning of the word by framing in a hierarchical manner. They did so by 1) expressing the 

United States’ duty internationally and 2) using trust to project a hopeful tone.   

First, a close reading revealed that presidents often seemed preoccupied with America’s 

integral status in the global context. The power and importance of trust was evident in Jimmy 

Carter’s remarks on January 23, 1979: 

Our firm commitment to Israel’s survival and security is rooted in our deepest

 convictions and in our knowledge of the strategic importance to our own Nation of a

 stable Middle East. To promote peace and reconciliation in the region, we must retain the

 trust and the confidence both of Israel and also of the Arab nations that are sincerely

 searching for peace. 

This sense of duty was perhaps best evident in the way many presidents addressed 

various wars, as they made trust an important part of their pleas for support: 

•  If we are to be worthy of our historic trust, we must continue on both sides of the 

Atlantic to work together in trust (John Kennedy, January 24, 1963). 

• We just cannot now dishonor our word, or abandon our commitment, or leave those 

who believed us and who trusted us to the terror and repression and murder that 

would follow (Lyndon Johnson, July 28, 1965).  

• To desert 18 million South Vietnamese people, who have put their trust in us and to 

expose them to the same slaughter and savagery which the leaders of North Vietnam 

inflicted on hundreds of thousands of North Vietnamese who chose freedom when the 

Communists took over North Vietnam in 1954 (Richard Nixon, April 30, 1970). 

• If we cease to help our friends in Indochina, we will have violated their trust that we 

would help them with arms, with food, and with supplies so long as they remain 

determined to fight for their own freedom (Gerald Ford, March 6, 1975).  
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• This ally has placed its trust in the United States and tonight our moral and strategic 

imperatives are one (George W. Bush, September 13, 2007).  

In these statements, it was clear that presidents valued the United States’ position as a 

trusted ally. Similarly, it was not unusual for the commander-in-chief to boast about the United 

States being the best nation in the world. This analysis revealed that presidents often use trust to 

help them achieve these ends. Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton addressed the 

United States’ unique standing as a trusted country:   

• We have been the nation then, and, I think, now that is uniquely trusted by all the 

parties involved to act fairly and consistently concerning the Middle East questions. I 

don’t believe that the Soviets occupy that position (Jimmy Carter, November 30, 

1977).  

• I recognize that the United States has a special responsibility. No other nation in in a 

position to deal with the key parties to the conflict on the basis of trust and reliability 

(Ronald Reagan, September 1, 1982).  

• It is the power of our ideas, even more than our size, our wealth, and our military 

might, that makes America a uniquely trusted nation (Bill Clinton, November 27, 

1995). 

As these examples and others show, presidents framed their trust-talk in a way that 

highlighted the United States’ importance abroad, but more importantly, emphasized how vital 

the United States’ trust was in the eyes of other nations.  

The second sub-theme evident in presidents’ trust-talk in the international context was how they 

used trust to create a sense of hope. Just as was the case when presidents were candidates, they 

largely avoided negative trust-talk (variable: valence). They were only negative 24.9 percent of 

the time. Take for example the way President Richard Nixon talked about trust as part of a 

mutual exchange:  
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When there is trust between men who are leaders of nations, there is a better chance to

 settle differences than when there is not trust. I think one of the accomplishments of this

 trip is that we have established between the United States of America and the major

 nations of Europe and, I trust, other nations of Europe as well---a new relationship of

 trust and confidence that did not exist before. (Richard Nixon, March 4, 1969).  

Even in the face of negative relations, President Nixon worked to frame trust in an 

optimistic manner. Other presidents who were met with problems overseas used similar trust-talk 

to frame  distrust in a solution-oriented manner:  

• So I should say that, knowing that none of us has that trust in the opposite side, we 

must search diligently for some means to lessen this danger and proceed a little ways 

toward the creation of that trust, which must, in the long run, be the foundation of 

any real peace (Dwight Eisenhower, July 6, 1955).  

• And that’s what he and I had to do, was find deeds, not words, that we could perform 

that would lessen the mistrust to the point that we could reduce these massive 

armaments (Ronald Reagan, November 14, 1985).  

• There’s been a lot of mistrust built-up over the years, so it’s not going to happen 

overnight. And it’s important that even as we engage in this direct diplomacy, we are 

very clear about certain deep concerns that we have as a country (Barack Obama, 

February 9, 2009). 

Presidents also took an encouraging tone when talking about relations between other nations 

(i.e., when the United States was not involved). For example, President George W. Bush did so 

in 2007 when he said “The Iraqi forces will operate from local police stations, conducting patrols 

and setting up checkpoint and going door to door to gain the trust of Baghdad residents” 

(January 10, 2007). Similarly, President Barack Obama did so in 2010 when he said “I think that 

conversations between the Afghan Government and the Pakistani Government, building trust 
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between those two Governments is a useful step (Barack Obama, June 27, 2010). 

Overwhelmingly, the thematic analysis revealed that this type of trust-talk was optimistic and 

hopeful in tone. 

On January 10, 1945, Senator Arthur Vandenberg recommended that “politics stops at the 

water’s edge” when referring to the practice of partisans setting aside their differences when it 

came time to engage in international conversations. With respect to trust-talk, presidents seem to 

follow this advice as they employed a top-down strategy, ignoring partisan bickering, to reiterate 

the powerful message about the United States’ position in the international community and 

provide positive commentary on international relations abroad. These frames have the power to 

shape the publics’ opinions over time (Zaller, 1992). “Politics” may stop at the water’s edge, but 

this analysis revealed that trust-talk does not. 

REPUBLICAN PRESIDENTS REVERED TRUST 

There were some important differences between Democratic and Republican presidents’ 

trust-talk. The biggest difference was that, just like during campaigns, Republican presidents 

were responsible for two-thirds of all presidential trust-talk. Republicans used trust 66.3 

percent of the time compared to Democrats use of the term 33.7 percent of the time. The largest 

cross-tabulation of loci and targets was when Republicans discussed their own trust in the 

general political system (19.2%, see Table 4.4). In looking at trust-talk for only Democratic 

presidents, they only talked about their own trust in the system 2.4 percent of the time they 

mentioned trust (see Table 4.3). The thematic analysis of the way Republican presidents framed 

trust with respect to this generalized target revealed further evidence of the institutional frame 

because GOP presidents 1) used the term trust as a replacement for assuredness and 2) 

referenced the important role trust had in their professional decisions.  

First, as Chapter 1 noted, academic studies and opinion polls often operationalized trust 

by asking about respondents’ believability in, or confidence-level of, institutions and other 
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people (Kiousis, 2001; Korhing & Matthes, 2007). It seems that presidents have taken a similar 

approach when referencing trust as they have used the word to convey their convictions about 

the impact of past actions and their confidence in the future course of action others will complete 

(variable: tense). For example, Richard Nixon said “I trust many brokers did not advise their 

clients to buy, because when prosperity is based on war and inflation, you are eventually going to 

have a setback” when he answered a reporters question about low stock market prices in the 

early 1970s (November 12, 1971). Similarly, President Gerald Ford stated, “I think we can learn 

something from those differences, and if we ever become engaged in any military operation in 

the future—and I hope we don’t—I trust we’ve learned something about how we should handle 

such an operation” (June 9, 1975).  

At other times, presidents used trust to show their confidence in future actions. When 

President Dwight Eisenhower was asked about investigations into communists in government, he 

remarked “I don’t want to comment. We must acknowledge that right to investigate, I would say. 

I do sincerely trust that the need for any investigation, the need for it, will be so eliminated that 

all will see it” (November 18, 1953). Comparably, President Richard Nixon referenced his 

certainty in the fate of energy prices during a news conference on March 6, 1974 when he stated 

“Now, the back of the energy crisis has been broken, and as we go toward the end of the year, I 

would say toward the middle of the year, we will see the prices of energy being kept in check 

and, we trust, even moving downward.” Some presidents spoke with more specificity about the 

actions they thought other political actors would take in the future. President George H. W. 

Bush’s comments about future Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas indicated the president’s 

certainty: “And I am very proud, indeed, to nominate him for this position, and I trust that the 

Senate will confirm this able man promptly” (Bush, July 1, 1991). Gerald Ford was even more 

stern in his use of the word trust while noting congressional action when he said “We need a 

stimulant now, and I hope that Congress will realize the urgency of the need for action. And I 



 84 

trust that now that they have been reminded of their slowness, that they will expedite the 

process” (Ford, February 26, 1975). As these examples and others show, sometimes presidents 

used trust in a way that was distinctly institutional as it was devoid of the relational quality often 

associated with the word. 

For many of these examples, one might be able to replace the phrase “I trust” with “I am 

confident” or even “I am sure,” and the meaning would remain fairly similar to the president’s 

original intent. These presidents could have even remark “I believe” or “I hope” in place of trust; 

however, such choices might not carry as much weight as they are qualifying/limiting phrases 

that restrict the totality of the statement (Hart & Childers, 2004). To speak about assuredness 

with the term trust is to adopt a relational term, while ignoring the relationship, for the purposes 

of getting political work done.  

Second, in addition to using trust as a type of synonym for confidence/believability, 

presidents discussed how it served as a foundational component of their decision-making while 

in office. Presidents Dwight Eisenhower and George W. Bush positioned trust as an integral part 

of a commander-in-chief’s responsibilities: 

• In a job such as this, all of you realize there has got to be a terrific amount of 

decentralization, and any man worthy to be a chief of a great organizational body 

must do two or three things: one of them, pick the people he trusts; two, delegate 

authority and responsibility to them; and three, back them up and, particularly, 

take responsibility for any failure or any blunder that occurs (Eisenhower, 

December 16, 1953). 

• And I just ask the American people to understand that the Commander-in-Chief 

must rely upon the wisdom and judgment of the military thinkers and planners. 

It’s very important that there be the solid connection of trust between me and 

those who are in the field taking incredible risk (W. Bush, July 12, 2007).  
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As no president worked in a vacuum, and building bridges and making decisions was 

important for continued success and progress, presidents often referenced groups of colleagues 

and how they held the characteristic of trust (variable: grammar). For example, Eisenhower 

talked about the “trusted associates in his administration (September 30, 1953), the “trusted 

subordinates who may occasionally leak news for purposes they consider proper” (September 30, 

1953), as well as his “trusted associates in the State Department,” (August 12, 1959). Still, very 

rarely did presidents frame trust the way most individuals do in day-to-day conversation. When 

presidents talked about trust in other general political figures, they did so in manner that 

privileged the professional over the personal.  

Trustworthiness was also mentioned as a type of proof for presidents’ executive decisions 

(not to be confused with the variable “rationale,” which was coded when a president gave 

evidence for why he trusted/distrusted). For example, President Eisenhower did this when he 

said “Now, actually, I have met Mr. Corsi. I have talked to him. My appointment of him again 

was on the recommendation of people I trust” (Eisenhower, March 30, 1955). Similarly, 

President Richard Nixon used trust to shift the blame when he stated, “Because I trusted the 

agencies conducting the investigations, because I believed the reports I was getting, I did not 

believe the newspaper accounts that suggested a cover-up. I was convinced there was no cover-

up, because I was convinced that no one had covered anything up” (Nixon, August 15, 1973). At 

times, presidents even used trust to speak about their level of optimism regarding future events:  

• As to the figure given by Congress, Cap Weinberger was my finance director for a 

while in California, and I trust his figures better than I trust theirs (Ronald Reagan, 

November 1981). 

• But I feel rather calm about it because we have a game plan, and we’ve stayed with 

the game plan, and we are on target. And unless I get recommendations from these 
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men in whom I have so much trust, we’re going to remain on the plan (George H. 

W. Bush, February 5, 1991).  

•  I will send more troops to Iraq if General Casey says, “I need more troops in Iraq to 

achieve victory. And that’s the way I’ve been running this war. I have great faith in 

General Casey. I have great faith in Ambassador Khalilzad. I trust our commanders 

on the ground to give the best advice about how to achieve victory (George W. 

Bush, October 25, 2006).  

Trust is not a centerpiece of the United States’ Constitution, Declaration of 

Independence, or Bill of Rights; however, when GOP presidents have chosen to discuss it, they 

have framed it as in integral component to their governing. It may be the case that the political 

platforms of the different parties lend themselves to one set of linguistic patterns over another. 

Alternatively, it is possible that presidents from the two major parties see different strategic 

potential in building trust-frames while in office.  

At first reading, these examples of GOP presidents’ trust in various actors in the general 

system may sound similar to the way these candidates framed their trust-talk. After all, this 

particular theme showed the personal importance that trust had in the relationships between the 

president and other officials; however, even in these instances trust is less about interpersonal 

relationships and is more about a criteria used to determine the appropriate course of action. 

With limited interpersonal discussion of their trust in the general system, Republican presidents 

made a choice to frame trust in a more sterile, institutional way than they did on the campaign 

trail. In this instance, a GOP president’s word choices set the stage for possible media and public 

interpretation within the boundaries of the frame (see Pan & Kosicki, 1993).  

CONCLUSION 

Presidential speech carries serious weight (see Hart, 1984; Edelman, 1977). This chapter 

adds to the scholarly conversation by examining the frames surrounding an important component 



 87 

of the United States’ democracy—trust. This chapter set out to investigate the way presidents 

framed trust from 1948 – 2012 because such frames carry consequences for both the public and 

the presidents themselves (Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009; Gamson, 1992; Gamson & 

Modigliani, 1987). With an eye toward how presidential language may have been similar or 

different to campaign language, the qualitative analysis showed a stark difference between the 

chapters. The analysis of State of the Union Addresses, news conferences, and addresses to the 

nation revealed that presidents framed their trust-talk quite differently than they did while 

campaigning. Furthermore, if the GOP was largely responsible for framing trust during 

campaigns due to using the term twice as often as Democrats, the same was true when they were 

in office.  

The themes in this chapter share important information about how presidents framed 

trust. Still, presidents used the term trust nearly half as often as they did while they were 

candidates. Moreover, the months in the governing condition were far less than the campaigning 

condition, which make the difference in salience in trust-talk between the conditions even more 

telling. Candidates are preoccupied with making trust warm and fuzzy, but presidents seem to be 

a bit dismissive of it as they frame it broadly and do so less often. The focus of Chapters 3 and 4 

has been on the way politicians have framed trust, but their voice is only tells part of the story 

about trust. Chapters 5 and 6 will examine if the news media follow the same patterns revealed 

here or frame trust differently.
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Chapter 5: News Media Trust-Talk during Campaigns 

Writing for the New York Times in 1992, reporter Michael Kelly mused how “the 

theme of trust seems designed to function both offensively and defensively” (September 

4, 1992). In that column, he noted how trust was a way for challenger Bill Clinton to 

“address the greatest vulnerability of [President George H. W. Bush], unforgiven by 

some voters for breaking his explicit 1988 promise to not raise taxes.” He also detailed 

how Clinton could use trust to defend attacks “that he was too slick for his own and the 

nation’s good.” These observations seem to link to the key themes from Chapter 3, 

especially connected to the ways that candidates used trust to motivate voters and form 

identification with the public. The goal of this chapter is to assess if the press echoed or 

departed from the strategies employed by these candidates and others by tracking the 

quantity, and quality, of journalists’ trust-talk during campaigns.  

This dissertation tracks journalists’ trust-talk during campaigns from 1948 – 2012 

because most of what the public knows about elections comes from journalists’ language 

(Edelman, 1977). As Gitlin (1980) wrote, “media frames, largely unspoken and 

unacknowledged, organize the world both for journalists who report it and, in some 

important degree, for us who rely on their reports” (p. 7). When the public turned to the 

news media for campaign information from 1948 – 2012 as opposed to listening to the 

language of the candidates themselves, what frames were they hearing? And were those 

frames different from the ones candidates were presenting?  

To answer these questions, this chapter included many of the same primary 

variables as Chapter 3: locus, target, and valence as well as the variable voice.1 A close 

look at the quantitative and qualitative patterns reveal that journalists advance their own 

type of trust-talk during campaigns. Indeed, this chapter presents three ways that 
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journalists departed from candidate trust-talk by politicizing trust. Specifically, 

journalists found trust newsworthy, were drawn to valenced trust-talk, and repeated 

partisan trust-talk in ways that appear to be harmful to Democrats.   

JOURNALISTS FOUND TRUST NEWSWORTHY DURING CAMPAIGNS 

A notable finding from this dissertation was that politicians spent more time 

discussing trust while campaigning (Chapter 3) than while governing (Chapter 4). That 

finding was intriguing because the campaign season for this dissertation included 38 

months whereas the governing season for this dissertation included 147 months. As Table 

5.1 illustrates, journalists also allocated more attention per unit time to trust during 

campaigns. Even though the frequencies in Table 5.1 were roughly similar in the two 

journalists’ conditions, it appeared that there was something more newsworthy about trust 

during campaigns than during non-campaigns.  

Table 5.1: Frequency of Trust-Talk by Condition  

 Campaigning Governing 

Politicians  N = 761 N = 463 

Journalists  N = 388 N = 399 

 

According to Gamson (1989), “a frame analysis of news content calls our 

attention to omission as well as inclusions” (p. 158). The data in Table 5.1 show how 

journalists privileged trust in campaigns—perhaps because candidates were 

foregrounding it more—and were less concerned with trust during moments of 

governance. As the following theme shows, journalists seemed to 1) largely follow 

candidate trust-talk except when external context guided them in a different direction and 

2) frame trust as a contest in their discussion of public opinion polls.  
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Journalists Largely Followed Candidate Trust-Talk Except When the Context 
Changed  

If a candidate used trust on the campaign trail, did journalists follow it? The data 

suggest they did candidates and journalists’ frequency of trust-talk did align throughout 

campaign years (although this analysis did not investigate who was the first group 

responsible for the trust-talk). Figure 5.1 shows the comparison of the news media’s 

campaign trust-talk frequency and data about candidate communication from Chapter 3. 

Overall, there was considerable symmetry between the levels of trust-talk for these two 

political voices over the 65 years of analysis.  

Figure 5.1: Frequency of Campaign Trust-Talk 1948 – 2012 

 

A closer look at the figure reveals that the gap between the news media and 

candidates widens, particularly in the last 20 years. In three notable campaigns, 1992, 
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1996, and 2012, journalists emphasized trust in different ways than the candidates. These 

departures from the candidate discussions highlight the professional objectives of 

journalists who want to contribute to the news in a way that “digs, selects, frames, 

investigates, interprets, and regulates the flow of political communication” (Zaller, 1998, 

p. 114).   

A first difference between the candidate and media agenda appears in 1992, an 

election that set an interesting stage for trust-talk. The Pew Research Center (2014) 

reported that “public trust in the government” was at (a relatively high) 47 percent in 

March 1991. Additionally, the incumbent President George H. W. Bush saw approval 

ratings in the high 80s during the first part of his term (Gallup, n.d.). Then, in an effort to 

curb national debt, President Bush went back on his “No New Taxes” pledge, “earning 

him the enmity of his conservative supporters and the distrust of many voters who had 

backed him in 1988,” (Levy, 2016). For the Democrats, a young Governor from Arkansas 

was met with criticisms as well. Before eventually securing the Democratic nomination, 

Bill Clinton responded to charges about an extra-marital affair during a 60 Minutes 

interview on January 26, 1992, and weeks later he appeared on Nightline to respond to 

allegations that he was a “draft-dodger.” Coincidently or not, by March of 1992, “public 

trust in government” had fallen to 23 percent (Pew, 2014). 

Considerations about trustworthiness, then, were actively on the national table 

throughout the 1992 campaign. How did candidates and journalists respond to them?  

Figure 5.1 reveals that the candidate trust-talk in 1992 accounted for 7.9 percent of all 

trust-talk in that condition and ranked fourth in terms of amount of trust-talk per election 

year (Chapter 3). Journalists’ trust-talk in 1992, on the other hand, accounted for 19.8 

percent of the talk for the condition—more than any other campaign year. Journalists 

made the 1992 election more newsworthy than the candidates did by framing it in a 
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variety of ways. First, they focused on Bush’s direct accusations of Clinton. Take for 

example the following excerpt from the New York Times on October 2, 1992:  

Mr. Bush took a day off the campaign trail today but escalated his advertising 

offensive with a new attack on Mr. Clinton as a risky and dangerous taxer. “You 

can’t trust Clinton economics” an announcer says in the new commercial which 

focuses on five Americans and the additional taxes they would supposedly pay 

under a Clinton Administration.  

Additionally, some articles paraphrased language from the Bush campaign, 

calling attention to the way the news media continued to highlight trust in the 1992 

campaign, but how they were drawn to it because of the candidate’s own emphasis on the 

issue in various campaign communications (variables: voice, locus, and target):  

• Mr. Bush drew several implicit comparisons, each pointing to the same 

conclusion: that Mr. Clinton was not to be trusted as the nation’s military 

leader (September 16, 1992). 

• The President’s original strategy had been to follow up on the Vice 

Presidential debate on Tuesday night in which Dan Quayle aggressively 

pressed the issue of whether America can trust Bill Clinton (October 16, 

1992).  

• A plethora of the President’s commercials questioned the trustworthiness of 

Mr. Clinton, a decision that might have boomeranged once the Democrats 

retorted with Iran-contra charges (November 3, 1992).  

Not only did journalists rely on trust-talk that was specifically attributed it to the 

candidate, they also referenced others associated with the campaign and who had an 

interest in the election outcome (variables: voice, locus, target, and speaker). In these 

ways, journalists invited readers to think about trust as a campaign issue that many 
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people were discussing—not just a political tool that candidates were incorporating into 

their stump speeches:  

• Mary Matalin, the political director of the Bush campaign, wrote an article 

that was published on the Op-Ed page of The New York Times today that 

repeated the campaigns accusations that Mr. Clinton had lied about his 

antiwar activities. “If you cannot trust a candidate’s statements about his past, 

you certainly cannot trust his promises for the future,” Ms. Matalin said 

(October 14, 1992).  

• “People here are saying ‘Well it’s certainly not morning in America any 

more’” acknowledged Howard (Bo) Callaway, a former Army Secretary and 

one-time state Republican chairman. “But they don’t trust Clinton. That’s 

why the draft issue matters. The President has said he isn’t perfect, that he’s 

made mistakes, that that the economy’s bad” (September 21, 1992).  

Moreover, journalists gave their own interpretation of the unfolding events of the 

1992 presidential election (variable: voice). In doing so they may have encouraged 

audiences to consider trust as another voting criteria that was just as important, if not 

more so, than foreign policy experience or political record. Notice how in the following 

examples journalists provided narrative details to contribute to the context of both the 

campaign and trust’s role in this particular election: 

• It was not so very long ago after all that Mr. Clinton’s public image was 

heavily skewed toward the ‘slick Willie’ that his critics portray, the 

untrustworthy pol always pushing the envelope of truth whether in 

explaining his draft history detailing his record in Arkansas or discussing his 

experience with marijuana (September 7, 1992).  
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•  At first, in an inaccurate reading of the audience mood, Mr. Bush only saw 

this question as an opening to push the trust issue. He accused Mr. Clinton of 

starting the fight and then resumed his attack on the Arkansas Governor for 

demonstrating against the Vietnam war while he was a Rhodes scholar at 

Oxford in 1969 (October 16, 1992).  

Intriguingly, journalists also reported how Clinton responded to these accusations. 

In the following examples, they showed how he tried to refocus the campaign 

conversation by repelling questions about his own trustworthiness with proclamations 

about President Bush’s (variable: voice, locus, and target): 

• Mr. Clinton wove his Social Security charge into a speech before the cheering 

and hooting labor leaders, in an elaborate bid to turn Mr. Bush’s favorite 

question – ‘Can Bill Clinton be trusted? – against him (September 4, 1992).  

• Mr. Clinton, responding to the President’s attacks, hammered Mr. Bush’s 

economic stewardship and resurrected his broken pledge from 1988: “I really 

can’t believe Mr. Bush is still trying to make trust an issue after ‘read my 

lips” (October 20, 1992).  

• He hit Mr. Bush on the issue the President has tried so hard to use against him, 

that of trust, returning again and again to the idea that it was Mr. Bush, not he, 

who was untrustworthy (October 21, 1992).  

• Now Bush says “Trust me to revive the economy.” That’s like hiring General 

Sherman for fire commissioner in Georgia” Mr. Clinton said (November 1, 

1992).  

Although the national mood was concerned with trustworthiness of the candidates 

in 1992, and polling suggests that the publics’ perceptions about trust changed during the 
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course of the election, the media were more instrumental in promoting the notion than 

candidates (Gamson, 1992). 

As the data in Figure 5.1 also show, the media emphasized trust more heavily 

than did candidates Barack Obama and Mitt Romney in the 2012 election. During the 

2012 election, incumbent President Obama secured the Democratic nomination with little 

opposition. The Republican candidate, former Massachusetts Governor Romney, 

received the nomination after a lengthy primary season that had nearly a dozen different 

candidates appear in televised debates.  Romney was criticized for his moderate-

conservative policies, which prompted GOP opponent Newt Gingrich to refer to himself 

as the “last conservative standing” following Rick Santorum’s departure from the 

campaign in April 2012 (Malloy, 2012).  

A qualitative analysis of the themes in the press coverage versus the trends in the 

candidate statements for 2012 shows how journalists were particularly prone to write 

about 1) Romney’s political priorities while running as a Republican for President (versus 

those when he was a Republican Governor of a liberal state) as well as 2) citizen 

concerns about Romney’s religion. On this latter point, articles addressed voter “mistrust 

of Mr. Romney’s Mormon faith and reversals on issues like abortion,” (September 23, 

2012) and how “Mr. Romney’s family and longtime friends urged him to focus more on 

his personal life – including his Mormon faith – rather than his career” (September 17, 

2012). Whether intentionally or not (Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009), journalists in 

both 1992 and 2012 were taking part in frame-building in these elections in a way that 

was different from candidate communication of the same years (see Simon & Jerit, 

2007), specifically with respect to frequency and topic.  

A different pattern appears in 1996. In that year, journalists covered trust less 

often than candidates spoke about it. While the 1992 campaign saw Clinton run as a 
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challenger to President George H. W. Bush, by 1996 Clinton was running as an 

incumbent and being challenged by Republican Bob Dole, a long-term U.S. Senator from 

Kansas. Leading up to the 1996 election, Clinton was thought by some to be a one-term 

president given his policies, clashes with Republicans, and loss of the Democratic-

controlled House of Representatives (Levy, 2016). His moderate stance during the 

longest government shutdown to-date may have helped him overcome those obstacles 

and eventually gain favor with the public. During this election, Dole and Clinton focused 

on trust nearly three times more than journalists covered it. More specifically, Dole’s 

trust-talk during the campaign accounted for 16.8 percent of all trust-talk across the years 

under analysis in this project (falling second to George W. Bush, whose overall 

percentage included both the 2000 and 2004 elections). Dole even titled his campaign 

book in that year “Trusting the People.” Journalists did pick up some of Dole’s charges 

about Clinton and conveyed how central the notion of trust was to this Republican’s 

message:  

• Mr. Dole’s campaign manager chided Republicans for doubting his 

candidate’s prospects. “Clinton is a paper tiger,” he said, noting that “Our 

closing theme of this campaign is going to be about trust and telling the truth 

and Clinton's ethical mishaps. Clinton is on the defensive” (October 20, 

1996).   

• Sounding like a crusader, Bob Dole implored his audiences today to “rise up” 

against the nation’s news organizations, which he said were protecting the 

Clinton Administration and be outraged that President Clinton had, in Mr. 

Dole’s words, violated the public trust (October 26, 1996).  
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As the data in Figure 5.1 show, however, they did not call as much attention to 

trust in that year as did Dole. Journalists only dedicated 8.8 percent of their coverage to 

Dole’s remarks. 

There are numerous reasons why journalists may have employed higher and lower 

levels of trust-talk in their reporting of the 1992, 1996, and 2012 campaigns. Connected 

to the differences between 1992 and 1996, perhaps the news media was willing to address 

questions of Bill Clinton’s untrustworthiness while he was the challenger but not when he 

was the incumbent. Alternatively, perhaps Dole’s disproportionate use of trust was more 

than they were willing to share.  Connected to 2012, perhaps the shifts in Romney’s 

priorities fit news norms of conflict and were too juicy for journalists to ignore. A first 

sub-theme of this chapter, though, shows how journalists found trust to be newsworthy 

and largely emphasized it in roughly equal amounts as candidates. 

Journalists Recounted Public Opinion Polls 

As Michael Schudson (1995) observes, journalists write the news, but they do not 

make it up. He states that the news media “are messengers of their major sources more 

than they are autonomous setters of the political agenda” (p. 19). Political communication 

scholars show how public opinion polling data provides journalists with one type of 

source (Herbst, 1993; Patterson, 2005; Schudson, 1998). These researchers note how 

polls can be applauded for giving the nation a snapshot of what other people might 

believe (Patterson, 2005). They also lament how polls are simply ways to create more 

news (not to share knowledge about the public, see Schudson, 1998), to reduce the 

nuance of public opinion (Herbst, 1993), and to lead journalists to pen narratives about 

politicians that align with the polls (Patterson, 2005).  
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It would come as little surprise to this research community, then, that the 

journalists in this sample cited public opinion polls regularly. This finding became clear 

after analyzing the voice variable, which tracked who was responsible for the trust-talk in 

the news. Were journalists quoting or paraphrasing candidates, strategists or ordinary 

citizens, or were they providing their own commentary on the situation? As the data in 

Table 5.2 show, journalists used their own voice 25.5 percent of the time they wrote 

about trust. The qualitative analysis revealed that in using their own voice to interpret 

poll data, they contributed to trust’s framing during campaigns because they thought trust 

was worth covering above and beyond candidate-driven communication.  In doing so, 

journalists provided a framework for understanding trust as something to be won or lost. 

Table 5.2: Frequency of News Media Campaign Trust-Talk by Voice  

Voice % 

Quoting Candidate  47.4% 

Paraphrasing Candidate  17.3% 

Journalist  25.5% 

Quoting Public 7.0% 

Paraphrasing Public 2.8% 

Total 100% 

 

Journalists often gave details about polling data to tell readers how the candidates’ 

trust scores were fairing in public opinion polls. Consistent with their goal of providing 

meaningful insight into political discourse (Zaller, 1998), journalists in this sample 

offered this type of commentary in a way that went beyond quoting or paraphrasing 
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candidates (variable: voice). In doing so, journalists offered the public an opportunity to 

consider an interpretation of trust that was separate from candidate frames about it. 

Sometimes they shared the information with a simple headline, like this one from 

September 2, 1984: “Reagan Trusted More on the Economy: Poll Finds.” At times, 

journalists recounted a candidate’s less-than-ideal trust perception: “And only 12 percent 

said Mr. Perot could ‘be trusted to deal with all the problems a President has to deal 

with’” (October 6, 1992). Many scholars note how public opinion data invites journalists 

to write stories about the game of politics (Jamieson, 1993; Patterson, 1994); this finding 

shows how journalists also used this data to present campaign information about trust.   

Curiously, when journalists did so, they turned candidate trust into a game of its own. 

Journalists could have reported on one candidate’s trust polling without mentioning an 

opponent. A qualitative analysis of the stories featuring polling data and the word trust, 

though, reveals how journalists often reported on which candidate was winning the fight 

over trust. In some instances, they focused on the numbers connected to trust.  

• The President had an edge over Mr. Mondale in the perceived ability to reduce 

unemployment 45 to 41; the Federal budget deficit 39 to 35; build trust in the 

Government 41 to 36; spend taxpayers’ money wisely 38 to 37 and deal with 

Central America 41 to 35 (September 2, 1984).  

• Mr. Bush retains some strengths. His approval rating for foreign policy is 54 

percent and he continues to hold a slight edge in trustworthiness to ‘handle all 

the problems a President has to deal with (October 6, 1992).  

• Mr. Clinton’s rating on trust is now 45 percent, statistically even with Mr. Dole   

(October 22, 1996).  
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• The President maintains significant leads over Mr. Romney on the issue of trust 

and honesty. Nearly 60 percent of voters in Virginia and Wisconsin say Mr. 

Obama is trustworthy and honest (October 11, 2012).  

In other instances, they called attention to the strategies candidates were taking in 

order to (re)gain trust. The New York Times reported on October 2, 2012 that, despite a 

struggling economy leading up to the 2012 election, a point the Romney campaign was 

hoping would translate into more votes for the Republican party, “polls show voters 

growing somewhat more optimistic and increasingly willing to trust the president as 

much as they do Mr. Romney on jobs and the economy” (October 2, 2012). In these 

instances, journalists invited readers to think of trust as something to be gained and lost, 

something that candidates struggled over, and something that campaign teams desired.  

When journalists covered campaigns, they had a variety of ways to present election 

information to readers. In using their own voice to report on public opinion polls about 

trust’s role in the elections, journalists found a value in making trust newsworthy. In 

choosing to frame trust in this manner, they provided the public with the “basic tools to 

discuss the issues at hand,” (Pan & Kosicki, 1993, p. 70).  

JOURNALISTS WERE DRAWN TO VALENCED TRUST-TALK 

Journalists cannot possibly report everything they see, and political 

communication scholar Lance Bennett (2012) offers four information biases that shape 

their news judgment. He contends that reporters are drawn to personalization with their 

focus on individual actors and situations, largely at the cost of a more in-depth analysis. 

Journalists, too, are intrigued by fragmentation. With limited page space and a fear of 

boring their audiences, journalists compartmentalize individual stories. As such, there is 

often a disconnect from the larger social, political, and economic contexts. Journalists, 



 101 

moreover, are driven by an authority-disorder bias. As Bennett (2012) writes, “whether 

the world is returned to a safe, normal place, or the very idea of a normal world is called 

in question, the news is preoccupied with order, along with related questions of whether 

authorities are capable of establishing or restoring it” (p. 47). And, as this next theme 

exposed, journalists were also drawn to dramatization. Broadly speaking, journalists 

framed stories as dramatic events complete with conflict and crises. This analysis found 

the dramatization bias at play with journalists’ choice of valenced trust-talk during 

campaigns.  

As Chapter 3 revealed, candidates were more likely to be positive (56.6%) than 

negative (27.2%) when discussing trust. The current data show how journalists displayed 

themes connected to valence, as well. Interestingly, however, the drama they spotted and 

covered in regards to trust departed from those that candidates shared. Indeed, despite 

how candidates discussed the positive aspects of trust twice as often as the negative 

ones, journalists discussed the negative aspects of trust 22 percent more than the 

positive ones (see table 5.3). This finding is apparent when observing the preferred voice 

that journalists used, as well as how the trust-talk was valanced.  

Table 5.3: Frequency of News Media Campaign Trust-Talk by Voice and Valence 

 Negative Positive Descriptive Total 

Quoting Candidate  40.8% 47.8% 11.4% 100.0% 

Paraphrasing Candidate  61.2% 29.9% 9.0% 100.1% 

Journalist  48.5% 44.4% 7.1% 100.0% 

Quoting Public 74.1% 22.2% 3.7% 100.0% 

Paraphrasing Public 90.9% 9.1% 0.0% 100.0% 
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A first way to examine this theme is by returning to the voice variable. As the 

data in Table 5.2 show, when journalists spoke of trust-talk during campaigns, they most 

often deferred to the candidates’ own words (variable: voice). Overall, 47.4 percent of the 

trust-talk in this sample came from direct quotations the candidates made while 17.3 

percent was a paraphrase of candidate communication regarding trust. In a few instances, 

journalists shared the thoughts and feelings of specific members of the public (9.8% in 

total), as evident in the following excerpt: “But other factors seem to be more important 

in influencing Italian-Americans. One of the most compelling was pointed out by a 

construction worker in New York who said ‘I don’t think you can trust Goldwater with 

that H-bomb,’” (October 12, 1964). Overall, however, journalists seemed to follow the 

candidates’ lead as they quoted candidates use of the word trust most often in their 

coverage. While journalists used their own voice a quarter of the time they mentioned 

trust, as addressed in the first theme, the combination of quoting and paraphrasing 

politicians accounted for roughly two-thirds of the news media’s trust-talk during 

campaigns. 

Another way to examine this theme is by tracking the valence of the candidate 

trust-talk that journalists circulated. In investigating Table 5.3, journalists used negativity 

40.8 percent of the time they quoted candidates’ trust-talk and 61.2 percent of the time 

they paraphrased candidates (variables: voice and valence). This finding is particularly 

interesting when compared to the way candidates valenced trust in their own campaign 

communication. Whereas candidates on the campaign trail were asking for trust (as Al 

Gore did in 2000 when he said “I understand that if you entrust me with the presidency, I 

won’t always be the most exciting politician…”), and leveraging their own 

accomplishments to prove they were trustworthy (like President Gerald Ford in 1976: 

“My administration has restored trust in the White House. My administration has turned 
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the economy around…”), journalists made a departure from candidate communication 

when they rearticulated negative candidate sentiment more often than the 

candidates did themselves.  

A qualitative look at the candidate trust-talk journalists shared shows how the bias 

toward dramatization pitted candidates against one another. Take for example how 

journalists covered Adlai Stevenson’s lack of trust in Richard Nixon. The 1956 election 

was the sixth time the U.S. public witnessed a “re-match” of the previous election. 

Following defeat against General Dwight Eisenhower in 1952, Democratic candidate 

Stevenson once again challenged the then-President Eisenhower. As was the case in the 

1952 election, Nixon was the incumbent Republican vice presidential candidate in 1956. 

During this second election between the same candidates, journalists repeated 

Stevenson’s charge against Nixon’s trustworthiness. On October 25, 1956, The New York 

Times recounted that Stevenson “hammered away repeatedly with the patent approval of 

his audience that the man behind the President, who might succeed to the Presidency, 

Richard M. Nixon, was ‘not to be trusted’ with the duties of that office.” Two days later 

on October 27, 1956 the Times reported “Mr. Stevenson charged President Eisenhower 

had not produced ‘political leadership in a time of gigantic crisis.’ ‘Are we seriously 

asked to trust the destiny of America, the future of our children, the decision over the 

hydrogen bomb to Richard M. Nixon?’ Mr. Stevenson asked.” Then, in 1960 when Nixon 

was running for president and Stevenson had already lost the democratic nomination to 

John F. Kennedy, The New York Times again covered Stevenson’s comments about 

Nixon in an October 19, 1960 piece: 

Referring to Vice President Nixon, the Republican nominee for President, Mr.

 Stevenson declared: ‘We dare not entrust this country to a man who either
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 deliberately is misleading us or who really believes that we have no worries and

 all we need is business as usual.   

Descriptive statistics revealed that 90.5 percent of news media trust-talk was 

negative in 1956 and 80.0 percent was negative in 1960 (see Figure 5.2). In returning to 

the data from Chapter 3, however, only 24.1 percent of candidate trust-talk in 1956 was 

negative and 14.3 percent was negative in 1960 (see Figure 5.3). It is clear that journalists 

focused on the negativity between candidates, with respect to trust, far more than 

candidates did during the 1956 and 1960 elections. The practice of journalists sharing 

negative trust-talk in relation to a candidate’s opponent was not isolated to just these two 

campaign years. 

Figure 5.2: Frequency of News Media Campaign Trust-Talk Valence 1948 – 2012 
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Figure 5.3: Frequency of Candidate Campaign Trust-Talk Valence 1948 – 2012 

 

 Journalists shared many other direct quotations about why one’s opponent could 

not be trusted, and they did so during many elections. For example, in scolding President 

Ronald Reagan for not personally looking into the indictment of Labor Secretary 

Raymond J. Donovan, The New York Times reported that Walter Mondale said  

“The President has the duty right now to investigate whether there is reasonable 

grounds for the charges,” he said. “If he doesn't do that, then I think that will 

strengthen the case that they’re inattentive to the public trust and it will become a 

stronger issue. I’m going to wait and see how he responds.” (October 3, 1984).  
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Journalists also offered statements from other politicians, political staffers, and 

strategists. The following example shows that negative trust-talk was not only confined to 

sharing candidates’ own language, but that the dramatization was recirculated by many 

other voices. 

“The Paris peace talks should not become the skirt for timid men to hide behind,” 

Senator Hatfield writes in an editorial in the October issue of The Ripon Forum, 

the publication of the Ripon Society, an organization of liberal Republicans with 

headquarters in Cambridge, Mass. “In 1964 the American people, trusting the 

campaign promises of the Democratic Presidential Candidate – thought they were 

voting for peace only to have their trust betrayed” Mr. Hatfield writes. (September 

29, 1968).  

Similarly, a senior advisor to Bob Dole’s 1996 presidential run was quoted in his 

discussion of campaign strategy related to Bill Clinton untrustworthiness:  

Mr. Bennett said he was ‘not talking about the trailer-park stuff’ or ‘philandering,’ 

but what he called ‘matters of public trust.’ Mr. Bennett said other Dole officials 

-- including Donald Rumsfeld, Vin Weber and Jeanne Kirkpatrick, a top adviser -- 

were as eager as he was for the campaign to become more aggressive on these 

matters. (October 12, 1996).  

Sometimes journalists also paraphrased candidates’ attacks. As the data in Table 

5.3 show, these paraphrased statements were more often negative than positive or 

descriptive. The following examples show how journalists, while referencing candidate 

communication with a paraphrased statement, contributed even more negativity to the 

conversations about trust:   

• President Truman declared today that Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower had 

betrayed personal and political principles, had surrendered to a “moral 
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scoundrel” and “moral pygmies” in the persons of Senators William E. Jenner 

of Indiana and Joseph R. McCarthy of Wisconsin, and therefore as President 

could not be trusted with the “awful responsibility” of controlling the atomic 

bomb (October 8, 1925).  

• In interviews over the last few days, Republican officials tied to the Bush 

campaign said a new Republican television commercial last week that cast 

Mr. Gore as an untrustworthy, untruthful chameleon was a harbinger of 

similar television salvos. And it signaled what will be a generally heightened 

aggressiveness by the Bush campaign, apparent today at a news conference 

here in which Mr. Bush sought to gain the upper hand on the debate over 

presidential debates, which Mr. Gore has been winning (September 4, 2000).  

• Mr. Bush furiously stepped up his own attacks. At his first campaign stop of 

the day, an outdoor rally in Allentown, Pa., he devoted the first seven minutes 

of his speech to strong new criticism of Mr. Kerry as the candidate who could 

not be trusted to protect the nation from terrorist attacks (October 2, 2004). 

• In interviews, conservative Christian leaders pointed to other factors that may 

have blunted their impact in this election: they were outspent by gay rights 

advocates in the states where marriage was on the ballot; comments on rape 

by the Senate candidates Todd Akin in Missouri and Richard E. Mourdock in 

Indiana were ridiculed nationwide and alienated women; and they never 

trusted Mr. Romney as a reliably conservative voice on social issues 

(November 9, 2012).  

In choosing to dramatize the negative aspects of trust, journalists play an 

important role in the larger public conversation and possible interpretation (Pan & 

Kosicki, 1993). Journalists were not always drawn to negative trust-talk, but they were 
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drawn to it often. It may be the case that news norms were coming into play for 

journalists (Bennett, 1996; Gans, 1979). Just as the old adage “If it bleeds, it leads” has 

applied to crime and scandal coverage, it seemed to apply to trust as well. Gamson (1992) 

explains that some frames are more appealing than others because the language 

“resonate[s] with a broader political culture,” and it could be the case that negative trust-

talk resonates not only with journalists but with the larger public (p. 135). Additionally, 

Gamson and Modigliani (1989) state that “condensing symbols are the journalist’s stock 

and trade,” and “smart sources are well aware of the journalist’s penchant for apt one-

liners and provide suitable quotes to suggest the frame they want” (p. 165). 

Unfortunately, negative frames may work to contribute to an even broader negativity. 

This analysis found that the concept—and label—of trust might have become collateral 

damage as journalists re-circulated and emphasized negative trust-talk.  

JOURNALISTIC OBJECTIVITY HARMED DEMOCRATS 

The first two themes of this chapter have discussed how, by making trust 

newsworthy and recirculating candidates’ negative trust-talk, journalists have politicized 

trust during campaigns. Additional cross-tabulations and qualitative analyses also 

revealed distinctions between the way journalists covered Republicans and Democrats’ 

trust-talk (variables: party and valence). Journalists’ propensity for dramatization, 

combined with their adherence to journalistic norms of objectivity, balance, and attending 

to the parties equally (Bennett, 2012; Gamson, 1989; Gans, 1979), may have led to more 

GOP praise than Democratic praise. In other words, some of the Republican patterns 

noted in Chapter 3 turn into complications for the coverage of Democratic trust-talk in 

this chapter (see Table 5.4).  
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Table 5.4: News Media Campaign Trust-Talk Frequency by Party and Elite-Type 

 Candidates News Media 

Republican 68.9% 39.9% 

Democrat 28.0% 27.6% 

Independent  2.9% 2.1% 

Unknown 0.3% 30.4% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 

 

To begin, journalists focused on Republican candidate trust-talk (39.9%) more 

than Democratic candidate trust-talk (27.6%) in this sample. Table 5.4 shows the 

percentages with which candidates referenced trust compared to how journalists reported 

about trust, with respect to Republicans, Democrats, and Independents (variable: party). 

Twenty-nine percent of the trust-talk did not relate to a party, namely because all media 

coverage in the journalists’ voice was coded as “Unknown” because this analysis did not 

assign a party to the NYT.   

It may have been the case that journalists covered the GOP more because 

Republicans were more likely to employ trust-talk during campaigns. Recall from 

Chapter 3 that Republicans’ campaign communication accounted for 68.9 percent of the 

trust-talk to Democrats’ 28.0 percent (see Table 5.4). Perhaps one of the most vivid 

examples of Republican reliance on trust-talk and the media’s openness to cover it came 

from the New York Times’ coverage of a Bob Dole campaign speech:  

Mr. Dole picked up on the theme here as he addressed a crowd of nearly 1,000 

supporters at an open-air plaza this afternoon. “It all boils down to one word,” he 
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said. “Trust. Who do you trust? Who do you trust to lead America? Who do you 

trust to cut your taxes? Who do you trust to reduce regulation? Who do you 

trust to reduce drug use in America? Who do you trust to protect our liberty and 

our freedom and keep our defenses strong? That's what the election is all about. 

Trust.” (Of course, in typical Dole fashion, he went on to list several other things 

the election is about: “It’s about leadership. It’s about family. It’s about business. 

It’s about the next century,” (September 11, 1996). 

Still, the proportion of Republican and Democrat trust-talk analyzed in this 

chapter was not the same as Chapter 3. In other words, it initially looks like news media 

trust-talk starts to correct the imbalance between Republican and Democrat trust-talk. 

The consequences of this finding, however, are more apparent when looking at additional 

analyses of the valence variable (see Table 5.5). 

Table 5.5: News Media Campaign Trust-Talk Frequency by Party & Valence 

 Negative Non-

Negative 

Republican 25.6% 33.6% 

Democrat 22.5% 18.3% 

 

The data in Table 5.5 show the disparity between how journalists valenced the 

trust-talk differently for Republicans and Democrats. On one hand, journalists dedicated 

a roughly equal percent of their negative candidate trust-talk to Republicans (25.6%) and 

Democrats (22.5%). For Republicans, much of the recirculated trust-talk was direct or 

abstract questions about whom the voters could trust: 
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• He spelled out the blunderers he said had made the Korean war inevitable and 

asked “Shall we trust the party which wrote that tragic record to win the 

peace?” “No! No! the crowd shouted (September 5, 1952). 

• Mr. Ford also criticized Mr. Carter for saying that the United States was no 

longer strong or respected asking “Do we want to entrust the leadership of 

this great nation to a man who seeks to life himself up to the White House by 

running down the reputation of the United States?” (October 13, 1976).  

• And over the weekend in an advertisement financed by the Progress for 

America Voter Fund, a Republican advocacy group, which includes images of 

the ruins of the World Trade Center, as well as Mr. bin Laden, Mr. Hussein 

and Mr. Atta, the announcer asks, “Would you trust Kerry up against these 

fanatic killers?” (September 27, 2004). 

Journalists also covered negatively framed questions that Democrats poised, such 

as when they stated that “[Bill Clinton] ran through a long litany of issues of politics and 

policy in which he said Mr. Bush had been wrong or had lied, ending each one with an 

incredulous ‘And he wants you to trust him?’” (October 21, 1992). The thematic 

analysis, however, revealed additional aggression accompanying Democratic trust-talk 

(underlined for emphasis):  

• “The world’s hopes for peace cannot be left with those who have no faith 

in the possibility of lasting agreements and who really predict war. The 

future of man should not be trusted to those who would tear down the 

institutions and policies, which a threatened world has carefully built for 

its own protection,” (quoting President Lyndon Johnson, October 22, 

1964). 
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• Mr. Bush last week largely attributed the practice of attack politics to Mr. 

Clinton, but Mr. Lieberman dated it back 30 years and gave both parties a 

share in the blame. “These three decades have seen an unprecedented 

parade of betrayals of the public’s trust,” Mr. Lieberman wrote in his 

memoir. He described a political landscape that stretched “from the 

deception that lay behind the Vietnam War, to the shock of the Watergate 

scandal” and through the Iran-contra hearings, a chain of poisonous 

hearings like the Senate confirmation hearing of Clarence Thomas to a 

seat on the Supreme Court, and “the earth-shaking impeachment 

experience of 1998 and 1999,” (August 10, 2000).  

Of course, much of the negativity in these examples was from candidate-

communication. The major concern that this cross-tabulation brought to light was how 

differently journalists recirculated non-negative trust-talk from the parties.  

Journalists disseminated nearly twice as must non-negative trust talk for 

Republicans than they did for Democrats (see Table 5.5). A qualitative analysis revealed 

that a big influence on the positive trust-talk associated with Republican candidates was 

due to the re-sharing of the reciprocal frame that Chapter 3 uncovered (e.g., “trust me 

because I trust you.”). For example, General Dwight D. Eisenhower also mentioned the 

importance of trusting the people in his ten-point program for peace. The second item on 

the list stated that the candidate wanted the “Establishment in Washington of ‘a 

government that puts its trust in the people’ eliminating the ‘curtain of evasion of 

suppression or double talk between ourselves and the people’” (September 5, 1952). 

Additionally, George W. Bush’s comments about trusting the people were repeated on 

numerous occasions during the 2000 election:  
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• “We should help people live their lives but not run them. Because we trust 

individuals when we respect local control of schools, when we empower 

communities together, we can ignite America’s spirit and renew our purpose” 

(October 10, 2000).  

• “I believe government works best when it relies on the good judgment and the 

common sense of the people themselves” Mr. Bush said. “In a responsibility 

era government must trust the people. And in return, in a responsibility ear 

people should be able to trust their government” (October 27, 2000).   

• In Chattanooga the Texas governor predicted that he would win Tennessee. 

Mr. Bush told several thousand supporters that the vice president “forgot his 

roots. He forgot where he’s from. He trusts Washington. We trust the 

people” (November 6, 2000).  

The qualitative analysis also revealed that journalists shared Republicans’ non-

negative trust-talk when candidates were posing abstract questions about whom voters 

could trust. From General Eisenhower’s question of “‘But whom can we trust for such a 

program?” about handling international conflict during a rally in September 1952, to 

President George H. W. Bush’s line during a November, 1988 television broadcast 

“‘What it all comes down to,’ he said, ‘is which set of values will keep America’s future 

bright - and who you trust to stick to those values,’” journalists privileged the positive 

and uplifting claims that GOP candidates were making about themselves.  

According to Gamson (1989), “the frames for a given story are frequently drawn 

from shared cultural narratives and myths. Some stories resonate with larger cultural 

themes; this tunes the ears of journalists to their symbolism. They add prominence to 

particular frames by amplifying the impact of the sponsor enterprise and media practice” 

(p. 161). Whether intentionally or not, journalists privileged the positive trust-talk that the 
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GOP shared to a greater degree than Democrats’ positive trust-talk. It appears that the 

Democrats’ lack of trust-talk during campaigns could result in difficulties for the media 

coverage of their campaign communication. In the end, Republicans sharpened trust-talk 

on the campaign trail, and journalists gave them credit for it.  

CONCLUSION 

The introduction to this chapter began with journalist Michael Kelly’s 

commentary on how candidates employ trust-talk in playing offense and defense on the 

campaign trail. The analyses in this chapter reveal that journalists also played a role in the 

sharpening of trust (Burke, 1969). The results in this chapter paint a rather bleak picture 

of trust during campaigns, at least as far as the media was concerned. In light of prior 

research, perhaps this finding is not surprising. News coverage of campaigns is often 

negative, featuring high levels of horserace and game-frame coverage. What remained 

surprising, however, was how trust-talk was framed when journalists took the wheel, 

particularly in light of the findings of Chapter 3 regarding the way candidates framed it. 

In this chapter, negative comments were rearticulated at a much higher frequency than 

positive candidate trust-talk. Additionally, treatment across years and between 

Republicans and Democrats provided the public with different interpretations of 

candidate communication.   

Gamson and Modigliani (1989) offer a model of public discourse to explain how 

the interplay of sponsors (or advocates), the media, and culture contribute to dominate 

lines of thought in the public arena. Similarly, in their analysis of language in campaign 

messages, Jarvis, Stephens, and Han (2016) note how “the campaign conversation is built 

from the cross talk between candidates, the media, and citizens.” The analysis in Chapter 

3 found that politicians and strategists, particularly the GOP, advocated for their desired 
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trust frame. In turn, this chapter found that the news media’s instincts toward negativity 

and objectivity promoted a politicized interpretation that may have hurt the word and all 

it symbolizes.  

It may be the case that in their attempt to provide a perspective on the election to 

satisfy their professional objective (Zaller, 1998), journalists stressed negativity to help 

with their practical goal of selling papers (Patterson, 1993). Do journalists continue to 

deviate from politicians’ framing when candidates go from the stump to the White House, 

or is this practice confined to campaigns? These questions are the focus of Chapter 6.  

 
                                                
1 A fourth variable, voice, was also included. Unlike candidate communication in which 

politicians used their own voice in debates, interviews, and stump speeches, journalists 

had the option of quoting candidates, paraphrasing them, or using their own voice (e.g., 

“Polls have shown that voters trust Mr. Obama more to handle the economy, and the fact 

that Mr. McCain is running to succeed an unpopular Republican president makes his path 

more difficult,” (October 3, 2008).  If journalists used their own voice in discussing trust, 

they were contributing unique frames for the public. If, on the other hand, they quoted or 

paraphrased candidates, journalists were letting the voices of those running for office 

shape the public dialogue about trust. 
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Chapter 6:  News Media Trust-Talk during Governing Moments 

On March 18, 2002, the article “Former Altar Boy Describes Years of Abuse, 

Then Years of Silence” appeared on the front page of the New York Times. The piece 

recounted the story of Mark Vincent Serrano, who suffered eight years of abuse at the 

hands of his pastor, Rev. James T. Hanley. It told of Serrano’s disclosure to the church, 

his court settlement in 1987, and gave an update on what his life looked like at the 

present. The journalist crafting this narrative positioned trust prominently in the opening 

to the article, noting how Serrano “reclaimed his name, at least. Trust. Peace of mind. 

Those may come later.” This human-interest story communicated how trust was at work 

in one man’s life. This type of news story follows one of the news values that Gans 

(1979) believes drives news production: individualism. As Gans explains, journalists 

have a propensity for sharing individual stories about individual actors (much like 

Bennett’s discussion of the personalization in news covered in Chapter 5). But why does 

the final data chapter of this dissertation open with this article from 2002?  

Chapter 6 starts with Serrano for a key reason: during non-campaign periods, 

journalists told a variety of stories about trust. To put it simply, reporters were less 

fixated on trust in the White House during governing moments. Although Chapter 5 just 

revealed how news stories during elections politicized trust to frame it as a political tool, 

the following pages will show a much broader set of trust narratives that range from 

international concerns, domestic and social issues, and occasional political happenings. 

The data will show how journalists offered a far less focused interpretation of trust than 

in Chapter 5. An implication of such coverage might be that audiences are not 

encouraged to think of trust as a politically newsworthy notion outside of elections. 

Before turning to the first theme, it is important to review the voice variable.  
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The voice variable tracked who engaged in the trust-talk, be it journalists, 

politicians, or the public. Journalists used their own voice more during governing 

moments than they did during campaigns. The data in Table 6.1 show that journalists 

privileged their own voice 47.4 percent of the time they referenced trust (recall that from 

Chapter 5 they used their own voice 25.5 percent of the time). In comparison, the 

combination of their quoting and paraphrasing politicians occurred 38.6 percent of the 

time in this condition (recall from Chapter 5 that journalists deferred to politicians in 64.7 

percent of news media trust-talk during campaigns). The use of their own voice, as the 

following sub-themes will show, contributed to broader trust frames. As the example that 

opens this chapter shows, trust was not solely confined to the White House during 

moments of governance.  

Table 6.1: Frequency of News Media Governing Trust-Talk by Voice  

Voice % 

Journalist  47.4% 

Quoting Politician 25.3% 

Paraphrasing Politician 13.3% 

Quoting Public 8.0% 

Paraphrasing Public 6.0% 

Total 100.0% 
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JOURNALISTS REPOSITIONED TRUST IN THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

A first theme is this chapter is that journalists used their own voice to reposition 

trust between members of the international community. Cross-tabulations revealed that 

the frequency of “international trust in international” setting was 27.4 percent (variables: 

locus and target).  As the data in Table 6.2 reveal, this cross-tabulation of locus and target 

was more than any other tustor-trustee relationship. The finding was notable as it 

revealed that journalists invited audiences to think about trust in a markedly different way 

than what was uncovered in the previous chapters (Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009; 

Zaller, 1998). With respect to the findings in Chapter 4 regarding presidents, only 7.4 

percent of presidential trust-talk had international actors in both the locus and target 

positions (e.g., The Germans do not trust the French). Instead, when presidents talked 

about trust involving people abroad, they were more concerned with who the United 

States’ trusted (e.g., They remain our trusted ally) and with the trust other nations placed 

in the U.S. (e.g., Our friends abroad trust us to do what is right). Overall, presidents 

emphasized trust with a focus on the United States’ relationship with other countries (see 

Table 6.2).  

Table 6.2: Frequency of the News Media Governing Trust-Talk by Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American 
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General  2.3% 3.3% 0.0% 6.9% 

Political Specific  5.4% 6.9% 0.5% 2.3% 

American People  
 
International 

13.0% 
 

6.6% 

10.5% 
 

0.3% 

13.6% 
 

0.5% 

0.5% 
 

27.4% 
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A second look at the sample in Chapter 5 revealed that there was only one 

instance in which journalists reported on international trust-talk between nations. In an 

article on October 16, 1976 concerning statements President Gerald Ford made about 

diplomacy in the Middle East, Bernard Gwertzman of the New York Times included a 

quotation from presidential contender Jimmy Carter: “Mr. Carter said in a major Middle 

East policy speech in June, that ‘only face-to-face communication’ between Israel and 

Arab states ‘can build the trust and nurture the accommodations that will be needed.’” 

This article, however, framed international trust within the context of the election to show 

the strategic differences between the leading Democratic and Republican candidates. 

Generally, journalists ignored the international relationships during campaigns. 

In short, during governing moments journalists were more interested in foreign 

coverage as it impacted non-U.S. entities. While doing so, they broadened the frame to 

include three sub-themes mistrust between nations, tensions within nations, and the duty 

associated with trust.  

Mistrust Between Nations 

The first sub-theme revealed how journalists covered politicians who were 

discussing mistrust between nations where actually foreign officials themselves. In other 

words, it was not U.S. politicians who were talking about mistrust between nations. 

Journalists included many other sources in their telling of distrust abroad. They also 

relied on the voice of these sources and their own journalistic voice; however, the tone of 

the coverage was different depending on the voice used. On the one hand, journalists 

reported in a very matter-of-fact tone with little interpretation when they were 

paraphrasing or quoting other leaders: 
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• The Soviet Government said it considered it necessary to tell the members of the 

alliance they would bear ‘serious responsibility’ if they went along with plans that 

Moscow charges will increase international distrust. Moscow said the people of 

Asia wanted their part of the world to be made into a zone free of nuclear 

weapons (March 9, 1958).  

• King Hussein announced today that he was ending a yearlong effort to devise a 

joint peace strategy with Yasir Arafat, chairman of the Palestine Liberation 

Organization. In a three-and-a-half-hour speech on television, the King said the 

P.L.O. had proved to be untrustworthy in the effort to find a formula for talks 

with Israel (February 19, 1986). 

• Salvadorans Reject Offer – Army and ruling party officials said the rebels could 

not be trusted to lay down their arms in exchange for political concessions 

(February 23, 1989).  

As these examples show, there was little journalistic interpretation of the how 

these events related to trust, at least not in a way that could really help the public 

understand and process the situations (see Schudson, 1995).  

On the other hand, when journalists used their own voice to discuss mistrust 

between nations, they used more descriptive language to paint clear, and often 

depressing, pictures of trust. In the articled titled “Korea’s Cold War Shows Signs of 

Thaw,” the New York Times described how “Just last month, diplomacy on the Korean 

peninsula seemed a permafrost of enmity and distrust, with relations between North and 

South Korea as chilly and bleak as a rice paddy in winter” (January 26, 1997).  Similarly, 

an article about Japan’s trade surpluses stated how “The waves of capital that Japan sent 

washing over the world have contracted to a trickle, leaving a residue of mistrust among 

some foreign officials and analysts” (February 22, 1993). The bleakness and despair was 
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particularly evident in this expert from the article titled “In Zaire’s Unconventional War, 

Serbs Train Refugees for Combat,” which told part of the story of the First Congo War:  

Zaire’s own soldiers, after blazing a trail of looting, rape and death from the 

Rwandan border zone, which they fled in November when the rebellion against 

President Mobutu Sese Seko began, remain twitchy and virtually useless in 

combat and are mostly left to guard this city. Because Kisangani has been sacked 

by unpaid Zairian Army trips twice already in this decade, the population is 

wary. Given this mistrust, few soldiers dare circulate in town alone, despite the 

assault rifles they wear slung over their shoulders. (February 12, 1997).  

Journalists invited an interpretation of foreign affairs that was rather unpleasant, 

particularly when they were using their own voice.  

The overall negativity in the coverage of relations between countries, coupled 

with narrative elements that told a troubled story, may have contributed to a view of the 

international community that was far from ideal. In doing so, journalists almost made it 

seem like international distrust was inevitable. 

Tensions within Nations 

As Gans (1979) suggested, “foreign news deals either with the same themes and 

topics as domestic news; or when the topics are distinctive, with interpretations that apply 

American values” (p. 37). The qualitative analysis found that both parts of Gans’ 

assertion were true with respect to the way journalists recounted how people did not trust 

their own government abroad. This sub-theme revealed how journalists reported on a 

variety of tensions that led to fractured trust within nations abroad. Many of those internal 

struggles took place in the political arena. Sometimes it was regarding a lack of trust in 

political parties (e.g., “‘The Communist Party’s sources of strength and ability to regain 
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popular trust dwindled to the point of exhaustion,’ the party’s leadership said in a 

declaration” (January 28, 1990). Other times, it was about trust in other groups (e.g., “But 

many officials in the country’s complex planning network seem to distrust the whole 

idea of giving local officials more authority” (January 8, 1967). Still at other times it was 

about governmental trust in the people themselves (e.g., “It was a moment emblematic of 

the China that Mr. Deng left behind. A China where leaders do not trust the people and 

people care little about their leaders because they are far too busy making money” 

(February 21, 1997). All told, journalists shared a view of the world in which trust was 

lacking overseas.  

Perhaps, as Gans’ noted, journalists were casting trust-talk in a way that showed 

problems with non-democratic governments as a way to champion the United States’ 

democratic practices. The following examples use trust to highlight critiques of 

international governments and their policies: 

• H.I.V., the virus that causes AIDS, has colonized South Africa as 

relentlessly as it has the rest of the continent, abetted by apartheid’s 

children: neglect, fatalism and mistrust (March 16, 1993).  

• The rebels said nothing about the specific content of the accords, however, 

and their silence resounded with the mistrust shown toward Government 

promises in the past (March 3, 1994).  

• Mr. Aristide has been dismantling the repressive military and police 

apparatus since he returned on Oct. 15. The justice system – historically 

mistrusted by Haitians and universally condemned as corrupt, 

incompetent and unfair – has collapsed (January 29, 1995).  

The consequence of such distrust in the government was explained with 

depressing details in the January 19, 2003 article titled “Distrust Reopens the Door for 
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Polio in India: Nearing Polio Eradication, India Stumbles.” The piece featured the story 

of a young girl with polio, who “sat somberly, eyes large and sad, mouth an unmoving 

bow, legs as lifeless as a marionette’s. Her face contorted in pain and frustration. Tears 

streamed down her cheeks.” And how she “clutched at her mother,” a mother who was 

too distrusting of the government to seek treatment for her daughter. The article 

explained how “a rumor that the oral vaccine, given as drops, was part of a government 

population control scheme” had spread throughout the country.  

In addition to political tensions, some of those conflicts were about the people 

living in the nation who were at odds with their fellow country-people. These two 

examples reveal how disloyalty in close relationships had harmed trust between people:   

Scattered anecdotal evidence suggests that the epidemic of kidnapping, especially 

of children, is a force like no other driving from Iraq the educated professionals 

who are critically needed for the rebuilding of the country. As stoic as Iraqis often 

are about the perils they face in their daily lives, kidnapping contributes to the 

national sense of instability and fuels mutual distrust – particularly because many 

kidnappings rely on people close to the target who pass information on net worth, 

daily habits and other matters of interest to hostage takers” (March 28, 2005).  

--- 

Shattered trust is much harder to rebuild than smashed huts, and many people say 

they will never go back to where they fled. ‘How can we, when it was our friends who 

did this to us?’ said Joseph Ndungu, a shoekeeper in the Rift Valley, who said that men 

he used to play soccer with burned down his shop” (February 15, 2008).  

In relying on a news value of “moderatism,” journalists may have provided the 

public with critiques of isolated, extreme international situation because the United States 

does not support such intense actions (Gans, 1979). Overall, the negativity associated 
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with trust in the international context seemed to do little to offer positive and uplifting 

interpretations of non-U.S. communities (Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009).  

Duty of Trust  

Not all news media trust-talk in the international context during governing 

moments was negative. Although 56.1 percent of the trust-talk in this theme was 

negative, 30.8 percent was positive and 13.1 percent was descriptive (variables: locus, 

target, and valence). When collapsing the positive and descriptive categories into “non-

negative,” there was no significant difference between negative and non-negative trust-

talk. The qualitative analysis revealed that there were calls for collaboration externally, as 

evident in this excerpt: “The day after the first visit, Ayatollah Khomeini issued a 

statement praising the Government and calling for trust, patience, and unity among 

Iranians” (March 17, 1979). There were also calls for collaboration internally: “‘If we do 

not lose our resolution, patience and trust in each other, standing firm as a rock, we can 

be of service to the nation first of all and to the regime and the party,’ Mr. Demirel said” 

(March 15, 1971). Much of the positive trust-talk in the international context used the 

word trust to explain the responsibility associated with political affairs abroad (variable: 

valence):  

• Mr. Gorbachev was confirmed in his new job 4 hours and 15 minutes after 

Mr. Chemenko’s death was announced…Mr. Gorbachev became, at 54, the 

youngest man to take charge of the Soviet Union since Stalin and the seventh 

to head the Soviet state. “I am well aware of the great trust put in me and of 

the great responsibility connected with this,” he said. “I promise you, 

comrades, to do my utmost to faithfully serve our party, our people, and the 

great Leninist cause” (March 12, 1985). 
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• Finland, a relatively classless culture with a Scandinavian belief in the 

benevolence of the state and a trust in its civic institutions, is something of a 

laboratory for gentle justice (January 2, 2003).  

In some cases, the word entrusted was used to show the value and importance of 

the political position, such as “the league’s council might be entrusted with the 

responsibility, but it could exercise it only with difficulty as it is currently constituted of 

ministers from the Cabinets of member States” (January 9, 1954). Or in this example: 

“General Panyushkin has been identified by several defecting Soviet security officers as 

the chief of the Second Section of the Committee on State Security—the section 

entrusted with foreign intelligence” (February 25, 1962).  Additionally, journalists also 

focused on how trust was at play on a personal level. As the following examples show, 

the importance of trust in the individual decision-making process was made clear:  

• Arab ministers, who attach great importance to personal relations, are favoring 

businessmen and institutions not only because they are competent and 

trustworthy but also because they are believed to be potentially helpful to the 

Arab political cause (January 4, 1975).  

• Perhaps because he never held a position in the conventional political 

hierarchy and because he had the reputation of not using his colleagues for his 

own ends, Mr. Monnet accumulated remarkable influence and trust of an 

international circle of distinguished friends (March 17, 1979).  

• Because he was politically moderate and better educated than others in the 

Taliban leadership, Mullah Omar trusted him to handle the Taliban 

intermittent, and often frustrating, diplomatic negotiations with the United 

States in the last few years (February 9, 2002). 
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As these examples show, journalists believed that world leaders took trust 

seriously and covered it that way. In providing positive and descriptive trust-talk in the 

international context, journalists began to balance the negativity displayed in the first two 

sub-themes; however, it may have not been enough to cast international trust in an 

affirming and optimistic tone.   

This theme’s finding that journalists repositioned trust in the international context 

during governing moments seems to run counter to Gans’ (1979) finding that the majority 

of television and magazine coverage is concerned with domestic affairs. It may be the 

case that the broader news articles that housed these instances of trust-talk did in fact 

connect more directly to the United States. Still, this theme found that trust was one of 

the ways journalists chose to tell the international story. With respect to the sub-themes 

of mistrust between nations and tensions within them, it may have been the case that the 

conflict between and within nations provided journalists with a preferred narrative. 

Alternatively, it may have been that international actors offered journalists a way to 

divert their attention away from the White House. Either way, the public received a rather 

unfavorable narrative about the international story during governing moments.   

JOURNALISTS PRIVILEGED TRUST IN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Just two weeks after his inauguration into the White House, and nearly three 

months after defeating incumbent President Gerald Ford in the 1976 race, newly elected 

Democratic President Jimmy Carter addressed the nation. He spoke from the White 

House library on February 2, 1977 for roughly 20 minutes while sitting next to a glowing 

fireplace. The address was broadcast by network and local television stations, as well as 

by radio stations. A major focus of his remarks was on energy policy, but he also touched 

on topics ranging from the economy to taxes to public works programs. As the address 
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came to a close, he used his final minutes with the U.S. public to try and create a sense of 

togetherness:  

Because of the divisions in our country many of us cannot remember a time when 

we really felt united. But I remember another difficult time in our Nation’s history 

when we felt a different spirit. During World War II we faced a terrible crisis—

but the challenge of fighting Nazism drew us together. Those of us old enough to 

remember know that they were dark and frightening times—but many of our 

memories are of people ready to help each other for the common good. I believe 

that we are ready for that same spirit again to plan ahead, to work together, and to 

use common sense. Not because of war, but because we realize that we must act 

together to solve our problems, and because we are ready to trust one another. 

The following day, the New York Times published the full text of President Carter’s 

address on page 22. The front page of the paper reviewed the major themes in his 

remarks, but the front page article did not mention trust. A supplemental column on page 

22 titled “Congressional Democrats Praise Carter’s Address” did, however, include the 

word trust: “House Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill Jr., Democrat from Massachusetts, said 

‘The President’s talk inspired trust. What America needs is confidence in its 

Government and he is giving it to us,’” (February 3, 1977). Whereas President Carter 

used the word trust to talk about people coming together and “help[ing] each other for the 

common good,” the Speaker of the House referred to trust in the context of the public 

trusting the Government. These two examples highlight the contrast between framing 

trust in the public context and framing it in the political context.  

This excerpt from President Carter’s address, which framed trust in the social 

context, stands as an exception to most presidential trust-talk. Recall from Chapter 4 that 

presidents largely neglected the people as they framed trust institutionally. It was curious, 
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then, when the cross-tabulations of loci and targets in this chapter revealed that the news 

media’s trust-talk during moments of governance privileged the people. As the data in 

Table 6.2 show, “people’s trust in other people” setting accounted for 13.6 percent of 

journalists trust-talk. In other words, journalists were contributing to the public 

conversation about social trust irrespective of the presidential trust-talk outlined in 

Chapter 4. The next question that guided the analysis of this theme, then, was “whose 

voice was responsible for this social trust-talk?”  

In returning to the voice variable, I conducted additional analyses of three voices 

in this condition: journalist voice (Table 6.3), quoting politicians (Table 6.4), and 

paraphrasing politicians (Table 6.5).  Consistent with the previous theme, the cross-

tabulations of loci and targets for all voices revealed that “international trust in 

international” was the most frequently occurring trust-talk. It was only when the coverage 

was presented in the journalists’ voice, however, that trust was privileged in the social 

context as the second most occurring pair of locus and target (12.5%). When looking to 

the “quoting politicians” voice variable, social trust was only the fifth most occurring 

combination at 7.9 percent. When paraphrasing politicians, social trust only appeared 1.8 

percent of the time. Overall, journalists were responsible for bringing social trust to the 

table with their own voice. The qualitative analysis found that they did so in a way that 

painted a picture of domestic social trust that often 1) disconnected and 2) full of strain 

and opposition.  
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Table 6.3: Frequency of News Media Governing Trust-Talk for Journalist Voice, by 
Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General  2.7% 4.3% 0.0% 4.3% 

Political Specific  6.5% 8.2% 1.1% 3.8% 

American People 
 
International 

10.3% 
 

7.1% 

8.2% 
 

0.5% 

12.5% 
 

0.5% 

0.5% 
 

29.3% 

 

Table 6.4: Frequency of News Media Governing Trust-Talk for Quoting Politician 
Voice, by Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American 
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General 3.0% 3.0% 1.1% 6.9% 

Political Specific 6.9% 8.9% 0.0% 1.0% 

American People 
 
International 

15.8% 
 

6.9% 

13.9% 
 

0.0% 

7.9% 
 

0.0% 

1.0% 
 

23.8% 

 

Table 6.5: Frequency of News Media Governing Trust-Talk for Paraphrasing Politician 
Voice, by Locus and Target 

 Target 
  Political 

General 
Political 
Specific 

American 
People 

International 

 
L 
o 
c 
u 
s 

Political General  1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 18.2% 

Political Specific  3.6% 5.5% 0.0% 1.8% 

American People 
 
International 

10.9% 
 

7.3% 

10.9% 
 

0.0% 

1.8% 
 

1.8% 

0.0% 
 

36.4% 
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First, the valance associated with social trust-talk appeared to show that 

journalists were relatively balanced in their treatment of trust. Journalists were non-

negative 47.2 percent and negative 52.8 percent of the time. Looking further at trust in-

context, however, revealed that there was little cohesion in the positive and descriptive 

examples. For example, the word trust was used to explain sports outcomes (e.g., “But 

for Giants’ president and co-owner, John Mara – the man whose job it is to believe in the 

team even when all others may not – true trust in a Super Bowl had not yet arrived” 

(February 5, 2008)) and to recount parenting advice (e.g., “Dr. Benjamin Spock, the 

pediatrician who gently coached anxious postwar parents to trust their ‘own common 

sense,’ only to be blamed by some critics for the self-indulgence of those parents’ 

children” (March 17, 1998)). The only topic that journalists seemed to consistency 

address with descriptive and positive trust-talk was discussing practices in the 

professional and business settings. Trust provided journalists with a way to explain 

moments of change between different public groups, as evident in the following 

examples:  

• But E. Gerald Corrigan, the bank president, said commercial companies 

should not be allowed to enter the banking business because ‘banks are 

special,’ relying on the public’s trust in collecting deposits and in making 

loans (January 30, 1987).  

• 15 Massachusetts Public Schools are Entrusted to Private Managers 

(March 19, 1994).  

• Small ranches, unable to make it, sell out to large cattle raisers, creating 

ranches with more cattle and land to keep track of. More ranchers take 

second jobs in town, entrusting their ranch to employees (March 27, 

2001).   
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Although this finding regarding valence does not appear particularly detrimental 

to social trust, if we return to the key research question of this dissertation, how have 

elites invited audiences to think about trust, one notices an emphasis on negative trust-

talk.  

Second, the qualitative analysis revealed that most recurring sub-theme was of 

distrust in various non-political relationships. Some of that distrust was in the medical 

field, as demonstrated by the headlines “Wariness Is Replacing Trust Between Healer 

and Patient” (February 20, 1990) and “When Trust in Doctors Erodes, Other Treatments 

Fill the Void” (February 3, 2006). Similar to the individualism noted in Serrano’s story 

that opened this chapter, many of the stories about trust between patients and doctors told 

of individuals who had lost trust in their specific providers. Much of the distrust also 

concentrated on race-relations. As the following examples show, journalists provided 

readers with details about specific communities’ mistrust in one another because of prior 

conflicts:  

• Today, three months later, most of the children have returned to normal 

lives. But there still are some signs of permanent scars, distrust of the 

school and hostility toward black men (the assailant and victim were 

black) (February 17, 1977).  

• But the leaders acknowledge that the attack and the search for answers that 

it provoked have reopened a schism between established black leaders and 

more militant blacks over specific goals and clear strategy. Feelings of 

mistrust stemming largely from past political struggles have prevented 

figures in both groups from joining to determine what changes should be 

sought and exactly how to alter what one termed ‘the power equation’ 

between blacks and whites (January 12, 1987).  
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• The constant boiling, the simmering, the distrust, the tension,’ said Thad 

Owens, a black resident who heads Tenants for Better Housing in Crown 

Heights. ‘It’s still here.’ Crown Heights, then, appears to be much as it 

was before the rage and regrets of August 1991: split, mistrustful, poor 

and emotionally charged (January 27, 1994).  

The drama and human-interest associated with telling these stories, of people who 

are working through struggle, may have seem to have appealed to various journalists 

values (Bennett, 2012; Gans, 1979). As a result, journalists offered U.S. readers a world 

where, in the battle over trust on the home-front, distrust won.  

JOURNALISTS OCCASIONALLY ADDRESSED TRUST IN GOVERNMENT  

On December 1, 1986 President Ronald Reagan commissioned a review of the 

Iran-Contra affair, a deal that was said to involve the trading of arms for hostages during 

the previous two years of his administration. Nearly three months later on February 26, 

1987, this “Tower Commission,” chaired by former Republican U.S. Senator John Tower 

from Texas, reported that the United States did break the law by exchanging U.S. 

hostages in Lebanon for weapons—weapons that were back-channeled to Iran via Israel. 

Additionally, the report found that some of the money associated with the exchange 

might have been diverted to the Nicaraguan Contras, an action that was against 

congressional law.   

On the next day, February 27, 1987, the front page of the New York Times shared 

the major headline “Inquiry Finds Reagan and Chief Advisers Responsible for ‘Chaos’ in 

Iran Arms Deal.” Additional headlines on the front page that day noted “Reagan Also 

Blamed” and that his “Aides Ask Reagan to Act Firmly, Saying Recovery Depends on 

Him.” In a special news analysis on the front page, R. W. Apple Jr. wrote that “The 
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presidency of Ronald Reagan, who only a few months ago commanded the widest 

popularity of any post-war chief executive, reached what may well be its decisive 

moment with the issuances of the report of his review board today.” The article continued 

with a discussion on political trust:  

These accomplishments now seem imperiled. The danger is that the faith of 

theAmerican public and of the allies in Mr. Reagan’s capacity to lead will be 

further eroded in the remaining 23 months of his second term. The erosion has 

been severe. It appears unlikely, with two Congressional committees and a special 

prosecutor beginning their work, that anything Mr. Reagan does now will repair 

the damage. A Republican conservative, Representative Newt Gingrich of 

Georgia, commented today “He will never again be the Reagan that he was 

before he blew it. He is not going to regain our trust and our faith easily.”  

Perhaps R. W. Apple Jr. was writing about the loss of trust because of the Reagan 

administration’s involvement in any sort of illegal activity connected with the Iran-

Contra affair. Perhaps it was because of the statements President Reagan made on 

November 13, 1986 that “The charge has been made that the United States has shipped 

weapons to Iran as ransom payment for the release of American hostages in Lebanon, 

that the United States undercut its allies and secretly violated American policy against 

trafficking with terrorists. Those charges are utterly false….All these reports are quite 

exciting, but as far as we’re concerned, not one of them is true.” Either way, this 

journalist connected trust to the publics’ experience with Reagan during the Iran-Contra 

affair. 

There were other instances of quoting politicians’ distrust in the president. For 

example, Benjamin A. Gilman, the Republican lead of the House International Relations 

Committee, criticized President Bill Clinton’s moves toward diplomacy with Vietnam 



 134 

and said “’By moving ahead toward normalcy in this precipitous manner, I believe the 

President has broken trust with the American people,’ he said” (January 28, 1995). Or 

this example, from one of President Ronald Reagan’s former speech writers: “The speech 

writer, John K. Andrews Jr., said that impeachment ‘may ultimately be interpreted as a 

conservative action, or an action which will conserve the essence of our liberties and our 

democracy to bring to account a leader who has abused his trust, and I’m afraid the 

President has’” (February, 24, 1974). Even in these instances, the journalists quoted 

others as opposed to voicing the opposition with analysis or even polling data.  

Overall, journalists rarely used trust to condemn the sitting president during non-

campaigns. Instead, this final theme explains how whether using their own voice or 

referencing other politicians, journalists largely avoided negativity about the presidency. 

When journalists did occasionally bring the U.S. government into their trust-talk, their 

negativity came from critiques of non-presidential figures and other nations. Journalists 

did take a more positive tone, however, when quoting presidential references to the 

importance of trust in the U.S. political process.  

First, journalists covered many claims and attacks regarding specific individuals 

that the public should not trust. As the data in Table 6.4 above show, the second most 

recurring combination of locus and target for the voice variable “quoting politicians” was 

“people’s trust in specific politicians.” In other words, journalists quoted politicians, 

other than the president, to show political distrust.  The qualitative analysis found that 

many of the examples included words like “accused” and “betrayal” in the reference to 

untrustworthiness.  Notice the critical tone in the following examples connected to the 

Watergate break-in and tax evasion in New York.  

• Mr. Cole’s statements today so provoked Senator Charles H. Percey that the 

Illinois Republican told the witness: “There’s a very good chance you’ve 
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committed perjury, a very good chance you’ve disgraced the uniform you’ve 

worn. The evidence is that you’ve betrayed your friend and your sacred trust 

(March 11, 1971).  

• But he did say that the investigation, which the F.B.I. called Operation 

Knockdown, was continuing. The assessors, Mr. Comey said, “committed a 

breathtaking betrayal of the public trust. In doing so,” Mr. Comey continued, 

“they undermined a bedrock of the city’s finances, and that is a fair and honest tax 

assessment system (February 26, 2002). 

Journalists were equally critical when using their own voice to highlight critiques of 

political trust. Table 6.3 showed that the third most common pairing of locus and target 

for journalists was “public trust in the general political system” at 10.3 percent of their 

overall trust-talk (trailing the combinations of the first two themes discussed in this 

chapter). Note the powerful details journalists included while depicting the mistrust the 

public had for local and national government: 

• When the census questionnaire arrives in the mail at the end of the month, this 

family, along with hundreds of thousands of others living along the edges of 

society, will simply toss it away. Welfare recipients, undocumented 

immigrants, the hidden homeless living doubled or tripled up -many will shun 

the census as the embodiment of a Government that they fear, resent or 

mistrust. Others will be too overwhelmed with personal problems to bother 

(March 16, 1990).  

• A federal appeals court in New York yesterday threw out the conviction of a 

white former police officer for taking part in the 1997 station-house torture of 

the Haitian immigrant Abner Louima, and overturned verdicts that the officer 

and two others had conspired to obstruct justice. It was yet another stunning 
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day in a case that became a national symbol of police brutality and distrust of 

government by minorities, one that tarnished the Giuliani administration and 

the Police Department and, through successful prosecutions, cracked the blue 

wall of silence that has long protected officers at the expense of justice 

(March 1, 2002).  

It may have been because of such distrustful public sentiment that a journalist 

described President Bill Clinton as “searching for a way to persuade Americans that they 

could trust the Government to work for their common good” during a speech he gave in 

Hyde Park New York to honor President Franklin Roosevelt (February 20, 1993). The 

president would only need to search for a way to instill trust in the public if the task at 

hand was not a simple one.   

The second way journalists negatively connected trust to the U.S. government 

was when journalists covered the way politicians paraphrased the United States’ own 

trust in other nations. The second most reoccurring theme for the voice variable 

“paraphrasing journalists” was “general U.S trust in international” (18.2%; see Table 

6.5). Additionally, the qualitative analysis revealed a unique topic that was worth sharing. 

At various moments of time throughout the last 65 years, politicians addressed how trust 

was part of the nuclear conversation. In turn, journalists covered the negativity associated 

with it. The following examples show the distrust the U.S. had shown toward other 

nations, with respect to nuclear power:  

• On the metaphysical question of whether the Russians could be trusted to abide 

by an internal ban on test explosions, Dr. Libby returned a courteous skepticism, 

(March 14, 1958).  

• With an ‘I told you so’ air, influential members of the Joint Congressional 

Committee on Atomic Energy are citing the British case as confirmation of their 
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doubts about sharing nuclear secretes, even with the most trusted allies (February 

27, 1961).  

• As the crisis grew, Bill Richardson, the United States representative to the United 

Nations, strongly opposed Mr. Annan's mission, arguing that the chief United 

Nations diplomat was too likely to give in to Iraqi demands and that an agreement 

with President Saddam Hussein could not be trusted. At the Pentagon, Defense 

Secretary William S. Cohen was skeptical. For months he had argued passionately 

about the threat of Iraq's chemical and biological weapons (February 24, 1998).  

• In what amounts to a reinterpretation of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, Mr. 

Bush now argues that there is a new class of nations that simply cannot be trusted 

with the technology to produce nuclear material even if the treaty itself makes no 

such distinction (March15, 2005). 

As Wasburn (2002) shares in The Social Construction of International News, 

“To the extent that we depend on commercial news media to provide meaning for public 

events, the values shape our shared understanding of our nation and its role in the internat

ional community” (p. 12).  The news media is an important voice is shaping the domestic 

and international landscape for the public. With respect to trust-talk, that landscape 

appeared rather bleak and troubling.  

Finally, journalists were more positive when highlighting how important trust was 

in order for the United States to run smoothly and effectively. Politicians must work 

together in order to complete the governance they were elected to do, but they also need 

the help of the people. As coverage of President Dwight Eisenhower’s remarks show, that 

job requires cooperation on many levels: “‘Our quest for peace and freedom necessarily 

resumes that we who hold positions of public trust must rise above self and section—that 

we must subordinate to the general good our partisan, our personal pride and prejudice’” 
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(January 7, 1955). Similarly, in an analysis of his January 24, 1995 State of the Union 

Address, The New York Times shared how President Bill Clinton said “‘Politicians and 

public servants…keepers of a sacred trust, not the self-aggrandizing windbags depicted 

by cartoonists and hosts of talk radio’” (January 25, 1995). Also, following his 

inauguration on January 20, 2001, President George W. Bush focused on civility and 

situated trust as a significant piece of his future plans in office: 

“Civility is not a tactic or a sentiment,” Mr. Bush said in relatively brief inaugural 

remarks, which he delivered from a platform outside the United States Capitol 

under a thick cover of clouds. As hundreds of thousands of spectators huddled 

against chill winds, he said: “It is the determined choice of trust over cynicism, of 

community over chaos.” Mr. Bush pledged to dedicate himself to that ideal and, 

his voice and words as muted in their way as the gray scene around him, spoke of 

unity and duty and responsibility. (January 21, 2001).  

As these examples show, when journalists did cover presidential trust-talk, they 

showed how the commander-in-chief cherished the public’s trust.    

Journalists relied on other politicians to speak about many of the highs and lows with 

respect to violations of trust and hope for trustful future. Journalists were more explicit 

about negativity, however, when they were using their own voice. It appears they were 

fulfilling one of their journalistic goals to provide substantive analysis beyond just factual 

recall (Schudson, 1995; Zaller, 1998).  

What remains interesting is how little trust-talk was reserved for the sitting 

president. While covering campaigns, journalists often noted possible abuses of trust as 

they referenced the contentions of political challengers to the president. It appears that 

during moments of governance, presidents received a softer treatment in terms of the 
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coverage of their trust-talk. It is unclear whether that level of protection is enough to 

counter the unfavorable frames presented in the international and social contexts.   

CONCLUSION 

The three themes of this chapter share how journalists were less fixated on trust in 

the White House by detailing how they situated their trust-talk in the international and 

social contexts, and how they occasionally referenced trust in the government. As 

Edelman (1988) writes, 

News accounts therefore reconstruct social worlds, histories, and eschatologies, 

evoking grounds for concern and for hope and assumptions about what should be 

noticed and what ignored, who are respectable or heroic, and who are not 

respectable. News items displace others and in turn take their meaning from other 

accounts, always in the context of a perspective about history and ideology. (p. 

29).   

The analysis in this chapter showed how journalists deviated from presidential 

trust-talk while also providing the president a level of protection.  In doing so, journalists 

focused on trust in a variety of context with different combinations of loci and targets 

than was found in previous chapters. That is not to suggest that journalists should or 

should not have aligned their messaging with the president; but rather, that their unique 

framing, coupled with narrative and emotionally charged language, offered the public a 

less focused interpretation of trust. The final chapter will more fully address the impact 

of this finding in light of the previous chapters, as well as the implications for trust in 

2016 and beyond.  
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Chapter 7: TrustTED? 

Figure 7.1: Donald Trump’s Campaign 2016 Advertisement 

During the 2016 Republican primary campaign, voters watched as Senator Ted Cruz 

combined the keyword of this dissertation and his name in advertisements and banners. They 

also listened to billionaire Donald Trump promote a belittling nickname for Senator Cruz –Lying 

Ted Cruz—that questioned the Texas Republican’s key campaign symbol. This dissertation has 

examined how candidates, presidents, journalists during campaigns, and journalists during 

moments of governance have framed trust. A very short version of the key finding of this project 

may not surprise viewers of the 2016 campaign: Trump’s strategies seemed to win favor with 

some voters. This dissertation found that candidates, particularly those in the GOP, have turned 

trust into a politically charged relational cue. The other elite voices in this dissertation during 

both campaigns and non-campaigns have done little, linguistically, to remove this charge. In 

answering the question of “how elites have invited audiences to think about trust over the last 65 

years?” this dissertation offers several key findings and raises questions for future research. 

A LOOK BACK AT TRUST 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this project conceptualizes trust as having four key 

components: it is relational, it is a perception, it is complex, and it is a gamble. These 

components led to questions about who was responsible for the trust-talk, who was included in 
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the relationship, how trust was presented, and how those patterns repeated and changed over 

time and circumstance. First, trust is relational because it takes at least two parties to have a 

trusting (or distrusting) rapport. This relational element became even more important after 

analyzing candidates and presidents’ trust-talk. As Chapter 3 found, candidates turned trust into 

an interpersonal tool, and the GOP was largely responsible. They crafted language to win favor 

with the public mostly by using trust to motivate voters while positioning their own 

trustworthiness higher than their opponents’ trustworthiness. Initially, this finding was both 

unexpected and optimistic. Candidates did not use the term to tear down their opponents—quite 

the opposite. They were using positive appeals as a way to prove to the voters that they could be 

trusted. Turning trust into an interpersonal tool has its consequences, however. As Kernell 

(2007) has found, once politicians turn to the public and personalize their requests, the system 

becomes destabilized.  In his words, “the president’s prestige becomes his political capital. It is 

something to be spent when the coffers are full, to be conserved when they are low, and to be 

replenished when they are empty” (p. 40). It was only upon further inspection, and after 

unpacking this finding in combination with the other chapters, that it became clear that 

Republican politicians were potentially offering an unhealthy relationship with respect to trust.  

The unhealthy relationship was brought into focus in Chapter 4, which uncovered that 

presidents paid less attention to trust while they were serving as Commander-in-Chief, but once 

again Republican presidents used it more. Once in the Oval Office, these politicians were no 

longer concerned with forming an interpersonal relationship with the people, and as a result often 

neglected the public in their trust-talk. Instead, presidents were institutional by focusing on the 

general sense of the public and the international context. It may be the case that presidents did 

not have the same need for trust once they took office as they did on the campaign trail. Once the 

candidate had secured the relationship via winning the election, he may have found little need to 



 142 

continue pressing the issue. The consequences of such neglect, however, could be an influential 

factor in the public distrust with the U.S. government and its officials.     

Second, the perceptual component of trust’s definition became even clearer in the 

analysis of journalists’ voice during campaigns and governing moments (Chapters 5 and 6). The 

interplay of political advocates, the media, and culture worked to provide possible interpretations 

to the public (see Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). During campaigns, journalists’ attention to GOP 

trust-talk, combined with their professional objectives toward objectivity and negativity, created 

a more negative conversation (Chapter 5). In doing so, journalists contributed to the 

politicization of trust in a way that cost Democrats. Journalists’ trust-talk was very different 

during moments of governance (Chapter 6). The frames broadened as journalists included more 

international and social trust-talk, and they did so in their own journalistic voice (as opposed to 

quoting and paraphrasing politicians like they did during campaigns). As Gamson and 

Modigliani (1989) suggest, “Understanding media prominence is important in its own right as a 

significant output of the cultural system. But an even more fascinating question concerns its 

relationship to popular thinking and public opinion” (p. 171).  

Third, trust’s complexity was evident in many ways throughout this project. To begin, it 

has a lot of flexibility as a part of speech. Conversationally, people often oscillate between the 

noun form (e.g., Trust is important to me) and the verb form (e.g., I really trust him). Elites, on 

the other hand, are more interested in the latter. Additionally, trust can be held by the people or 

politicians, by individuals or institutions, and by domestic or foreign actors (variable: locus). It 

can also be directed toward those same individuals (variable: target). In analyzing the frames 

associated with affirmative action programs, Gamson and Modigliani (1989) note that “the 

complexity of the decision allowed ample room for different interpretations and emphases” (p. 

140). Similarly, trust is a complex matter. This longitudinal analysis of multiple voices reveals 

just how many ways the term has been used over time.  
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Finally, trusting in another person is a gamble because it requires a leap of faith, a 

vulnerability to the possible outcome in which the person placing trust might lose. There are no 

guarantees with trust, and Republican candidates trust-talk worked to get the American people to 

place bets on their candidacy. It could be that in their individual efforts to get elected, greater 

emphasis was on personal gain than on our nations collective sense of trust. 

Edelman (1988) says that “it is the language about political events, not the events in any 

other sense, that people experience; even developments that are close by take their meaning from 

the language that depicts them” (p. 104). People come to understand trust via language; 

therefore, this language-based project, guided by framing theory, answers questions about what 

type of reality the public has been invited to experience over the last 65 years. There is great 

power associated with “selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and constructing messages 

that highlight connections among them in ways that promote a particular interpretation” 

(Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009, p. 176). Guided by Gamson (1992) and Entman  (1993), 

this dissertation found that it was the voice of GOP sponsors who made trust a salient political 

tool. This analysis uncovered just how much power sponsors have when they speak in a chorus 

(Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 2012). Then, journalists recirculated those claims in a less-than-

favorable depiction. As the priorities changed between the campaign trail and the White House, 

so did elite trust-talk. 

Framing theory provides researchers a way to attend to these differences across time and 

circumstance. There have been many scholarly conversations about the complications of framing 

(Reese, 2007; Cacciatore, Scheufele, & Iyengar, 2016; Scheufele, 2004). There have also been 

multiple calls for framing analyses that are longitudinal, open to tracking patterns of power, and 

invested in tracing the emergence and the lifespan of frames. This project, with its focus on 

language, was able to pick up on elite patterns of selection and salience (Entman, 1993). Chapter 

1 reviewed how the media, people’s experiences, and socialization have all been named reasons 
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for trust’s decline. This longitudinal analysis shows there is no linear coarsening to trust-talk. 

Certain political advocates were more forceful in their treatment of this word than others. As the 

analysis of journalists show, they were drawn to some moments but backed off in others. To 

abandon the voices in frame-building limits analyses of power in the U.S. Examining both 

campaigns and non-campaign periods exposes that the term was sharpened and then abandoned 

in campaign after campaign.  

LIMITS OF ANALYZING TRUST-TALK 

In choosing to analyze four voices and moments over time, this project can provide a 

macro-level view into elite framing-building surrounding trust. This approach means that some 

areas were paid a great deal of attention (e.g., locus, target, and valence) while others were not 

(such as the external factors, like media innovation and the increase of popular cultures’ voice). 

It is important to address some of the limitations of this analysis. First, these data cannot offer 

cause and effect claims about how these frames impacted audiences. The trust-frames in this 

project could inform future experiments to arrive at answers about the effect of elites’ linguistic 

choices on perceptions of trust. Additionally, many of these findings began with descriptive 

statistics to find the leading categories for each variable and then turned to qualitative analysis to 

uncover themes and sub-themes. There are many answers about trust-talk left to uncover in this 

dataset, such as a more focused look at how the relationship between loci and targets has 

changed over time.  

Second, this dissertation coded for date of statement, but time did not permit a full 

analysis of how Democrat and Republican candidates’ trust-talk worked in concert with each 

other. For example, did Bob Dole’s high frequency of trust-talk impact Bill Clinton’s trust-talk, 

or did Clinton’s actions and responses demand Dole make trust more salient? Similarly, more 

time could be spent assessing the interplay between politician and news media trust-talk with 

respect to the date of the statements and how one elite voice may have lead the other.  
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Third, these findings do not allow for conclusions about the conscious or unconscious 

motives that lead to the trust-talk from these various voices. Elite interviews with politicians, 

political strategists, and journalists could provide more information about, and possible 

interventions for, elite trust-talk. It would be valuable to study how journalists react to the word 

trust. Specifically, it would be helpful to know more about why they are not attracted to it during 

moments of governance and why they use it during campaigns. It would be interesting to see if 

pack journalism is at play during campaigns, if journalists find trust valuable for the electorate, 

or if the patterns uncovered in this analysis are only unique to the New York Times. Such 

information could then reveal if news media trust-talk is driven by professional objectives or by 

something unique to trust.  

Fourth, this analysis was limited to three genres of campaign communication, three 

genres of presidential communication, and New York Times coverage. Additional political genres 

and more news media sources would broaden the findings and may produce different results. 

This project found that Republicans had a proclivity for using trust as the relational cue. It also 

found that GOP presidents used it more than Democratic presidents. Future research could 

examine trust across partisan media. When speaking to a supportive audience, do Republicans 

put more or less emphasis on the word? Do conservative programs mirror the patterns shown 

here? Do liberal hosts discuss the GOP use of trust? Or do they ignore it?  

Finally, the findings of this analysis are limited with respect to the keyword trust. As 

Chapter 1 noted, trust has many synonyms including “believe” and “honest.”  A content analysis 

of any of trust’s synonyms may produce different results—and they likely should. Trust is 

unique in its relational quality, its requirement of a gamble, that it is based on a perception, and 

that is very complex. Moreover, and key to this analysis, trust plays an integral role in the U.S. 

political system and deserves scholarly attention.   
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LOOKING FORWARD FOR TRUST 

Limitations withstanding, this analysis contributes to the scholarly conversation on trust 

by providing answers about the linguistic choices of elite voices. These findings can broaden the 

trust literature even further by attending to additional questions and future research. A key 

finding of this project is that Republican candidates used trust to create an interpersonal 

relationship via identification with the public. This partisan difference in trust-talk could lead to 

other, more in-depth analyses of the GOP’s strategy specifically. Additionally, a more nuanced 

analysis of the uptake for GOP trust-talk, and how that differs in various settings, could follow. 

Moreover, there could be differences between the way Democratic and Republican voters 

receive and respond to trust-talk. In other words, do partisans hear trust differently? 

As this project was concerned with the general election and presidential moments, future 

research could also investigate frame-building in non-presidential settings. How might state and 

local officials frame trust? Does their trust-talk differ based on campaigning versus governing 

moments? And how do various news outlets cover it or ignore it? Also, with respect to the news 

media, this dissertation only included articles from the New York Times. News media trust-talk 

might be different in non-print forms. Future studies could look to broadcast and radio sources to 

complement the analyses here. Also, as news has headed online, it would be useful to investigate 

how trust is framed in the digital space. 

Trust is not confined within U.S. borders. This analysis has shown the way U.S.-based 

journalists cover trust in the international context, but future studies could look to the way 

foreign sources report on trust-talk. Additionally, comparative studies could assess the way other 

world leaders engage in trust-talk with their own country-people.  

The final suggestion for continued study of frame-building surrounding trust turns to the 

voice of the people. Although elites contribute much of what the public comes to know about 

trust, the people themselves are also part of the culture that create, repeat, and challenge frames. 

This data may come from such valued forms as Letters to the Editor, or they may come from 
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more recent innovations like social media and comment sections. Including a longitudinal 

analysis of trust-talk by “the people” would provide important information to trust studies.  

CONCLUSION 

This project was inspired in part by Joseph Cappella’s presidential speech at the 51st 

annual International Communication Association Conference in Washington, D.C., which was 

later published in the March 2002 Journal of Communication. In his remarks, Cappella advanced 

a concern about the cultural nature of trust in which he borrowed from scientific understanding 

of gene selection, transmission, and repetition. He explained the media’s influence in culture as a 

memetic one:  

the media are best understood as replicators and propagators, that is, they are in the meme

transmission business. The media want their stories to dominate the minds—and more

importantly, the expressions—of consumers and the pages of other newspapers or the

opening minutes of other telecasts. It is through imitation by news consumers that news

media and specific news outlets become prominent. So it is through replication that the

news media are the purveyors of cultural transmission. Their stories must be selected and

retained if the media source is to be successful. (pp. 237-238). 

Cappella’s characterization offered an approach to media studies that differed from the 

traditional causal framework. I started to wonder about the relationship between “media as 

meme” and “distrust as meme.”  

In turn, I posed the question that guided this dissertation: “how have elites invited 

audiences to think about trust?” I used additional questions to guide my analysis:  

1) Who was responsible for the elite trust-talk?

2) Who was included (and excluded) from the trust-relationship (e.g., people trusting

politicians)?

3) How was trust presented (e.g., as a noun or an adjective, as positive or negative)?
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The analysis found that the answers to these three questions was different depending on 

the elite voice in various times and circumstances. During campaigns, the GOP framed trust as a 

political tool while journalists often repeated and paraphrased those frames offered by 

candidates, with an additional focus on which candidate was winning or losing the battle over 

trust. During governing moments, both presidents and journalists were less interested in it; 

however, presidents (namely Republican presidents) maintained an institutional and protective 

frame while journalists offered a variety of narratives—many of which were troublesome for the 

word and all it symbolizes.  

By listening to voices across time and circumstance, I found that politicians offered the 

public a rather dysfunctional relationship with respect to trust. The media often recirculated the 

toxic trust-talk and did very little to invite a more secure connection. Although data from the 

2016 campaign was not included in this analysis, the examples opening this chapter appear to be 

following the same path.  

TrustTED? Not in 2016, anyway.  
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