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Credibility Gap or Credibility Gulf? 
 
 
YouGov asked a weighted sample of the British public (sample size approx 2000) for 
their views on which news sources they find most trustworthy, and how effectively 
they believe company spokespeople come over in media interviews when criticised 
(eg on job losses etc).  YouGov also asked whether corporate spokespeople are 
typically seen to be more effective or less effective at getting their viewpoint across at 
times of corporate stress than trade union representatives or protesters.   
 



 

Summary 
 
The most striking single finding in the research is that almost two-thirds of those 
surveyed (64%) think UK bosses generally appear to be evasive and unaccountable on 
behalf of their businesses when criticised in the media.  Only 10% feel they generally 
come across as open and accountable.  This suggests British bosses have much work 
to do to improve the impression they create and gain public support for their actions.   
 
If anything, trade union representatives and protesters come over even less well in the 
credibility stakes, the research shows.  Slightly more people believe bosses tend to 
be more effective than union spokespeople when interviewed, than the other way 
around.  The research also underscores the importance of so-called ‘traditional’ 
media as trusted sources of information, and thereby worthy of engagement by 
businesses.   
 
79% of respondents said they feel TV and radio news items are generally accurate, 
while the figure is 68% for broadsheet-style newspapers.  By contrast only 46% feel 
news items from online-only sources are usually accurate, with just 31% generally 
believing what they read in tabloid newspapers. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Commentary from Tom Maddocks 
Director, Media Training Associates 
 
 
This research suggests the long-suspected 
credibility gap between the British public and 
company bosses appears in fact to be more of a 
credibility gulf.  At a time when corporate 
reputation is being increasingly seen as a key driver 
of shareholder value, many spokespeople in both 
the private and public sectors are poor at getting 
their message across in the media. They miss the 
opportunity to set the agenda by talking in corporate jargon, and often appear to be 
obfuscating rather than answering legitimate questions, particularly when the going 
gets tough.   

All company spokespeople will naturally try to emphasise the positive when 
interviewed, but instead of convincing audiences, the research suggests that too much 
spin is turning them off.  Bosses need to work harder at learning to ‘speak human,’ 
sounding like real people who are dealing with the issues in a realistic way, being 
more honest about the problems they face, instead of simply repeating a series of ‘key 
messages’ in interviews while avoiding the tough questions. 

During the good times, bosses must get much better at communicating events at their 
company, without resorting to jargon.  This means that if problems do arise, they will 
be more practised at effective media handling, and their statements at this time are 
likely to carry more authority.   

One of the ways to narrow the credibility gulf and set the agenda more effectively 
would be for bosses to be more open with the mainstream media, which is still the 
respected voice of reliable news.  Four people in every five believe TV and radio 
news bulletins are generally accurate, while more than two thirds see 
broadsheet-style newspapers as usually accurate in both their print and online 
editions.  However a far smaller proportion felt tabloid newspapers and online-only 
sources of news such as Buzzfeed and Google News are generally to be believed. 

The research clearly suggests it is a mistake to suppose that you can sustain a dialogue 
with the public solely via social, or new media..  To gain respect, and retain your 
reputation, you need to make your voice clearly heard through respected sources. 
That takes practice and perseverance, but for company bosses it is a very worthwhile 
investment. 

 

 



 

2

News bulletins on the TV/ Radio
AMF_q3_grid. How accurate, if at all, do you believe news items from each of the following news sources are generally? (Please 
select one option per row) - News bulletins on the TV/ Radio
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'Broadsheet' style newspapers, either printed or online (e.g. The 
Times, The Guardian, The Telegraph etc.)
AMF_q3_grid. How accurate, if at all, do you believe news items from each of the following news sources are generally? (Please select one 
option per row) - 'Broadsheet' style newspapers, either printed or online (e.g. The Times, The Guardian, The Telegraph etc.)
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'Tabloid' style newspapers, either printed or online (e.g. The Sun, The 
Daily Mirror, The Daily Mail etc.)
AMF_q3_grid. How accurate, if at all, do you believe news items from each of the following news sources are generally? (Please select one 
option per row) - 'Tabloid' style newspapers, either printed or online (e.g. The Sun, The Daily Mirror, The Daily Mail etc.)
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Online-only news sources, not including TV/ radio broadcasters or 
newspapers (e.g. BuzzFeed, Google News etc.)
AMF_q3_grid. How accurate, if at all, do you believe news items from each of the following news sources are generally? (Please select one option per row) -
Online-only news sources, not including TV/ radio broadcasters or newspapers (e.g. BuzzFeed, Google News etc.)
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More or less effective
AMF_q1. For the following questions, by "large businesses" we mean banks, steel companies, retailers etc. Now thinking about when large businesses are criticised in the media... In general, do you 
believe the bosses of the large businesses are more or less effective than protestors/ trade unions at communicating their views on these events in the media, or do you think they are about the same?
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Bosses of large businesses in the media
AMF_q2. As a reminder, by "large businesses" we mean banks, steel companies, retailers etc. Still thinking about when large businesses are criticised in the media... In general, 
which, if either, of the following statements do you feel best describes how bosses of large businesses come across when interviewed in the media?
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