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Introduction

Americans’ perception of mainstream media outlets — once
widely regarded as accurate, unbiased, and trustworthy
sources of information — has declined significantly in recent
years. According to Gallup data published in October
2024, 33% of Americans expressed having little confidence

in mass media to report the news “fully, accurately and
fairly,” compared to 31% who reported having a “great
deal” or “fair amount” of confidence. For reference, Gallup
data from the 1970s indicated between 68% and 72% of
Americans trusted mainstream media at the time. By the
late 1990s and early 2000s, this number had plummeted to
as low as 51%.

With so many hot-button issues at the forefront of public
discourse today and a notable shift in how younger
generations process information, it’s no surprise that we
find ourselves in such a different place in 2025. Americans’
shift away from mainstream media, combined with rapid
advancements in technology, has resulted in countless

alternative news sources cropping up — from podcasts and
social media channels to community-driven platforms and
independent news sites — offering more ways than ever for
people to consume news and information. Major news
companies are onto this rising trend too, with The New

York Times now having an on-staff media correspondent
who writes “about the characters and companies within
nontraditional media, including those behind newsletters,
podcasts and new video formats” with the desire “to help
readers navigate the landscape of emerging media — a
world of content that is growing in popularity and
influence every day.”

Given this swift evolution, PR professionals, marketers,
and brands must keep a finger on the pulse of these
alternative media formats and rethink — and in many cases
adjust — their media relations strategies to align with these
outlets, and ultimately, their target audiences.
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https://news.gallup.com/poll/651977/americans-trust-media-remains-trend-low.aspx
https://www.nytimes.com/by/jessica-testa

Understanding the Rise of Alternative Media

Before diving in, it’s important to understand the “why” behind
alternative media’s rapid ascent. Three common arguments for this
shift in the media landscape include:

1. Mainstream media bias. Perhaps more than ever, Americans are
acutely aware that many mainstream media outlets (including
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major for-profit newspapers, digital news sites, and broadcast
channels) may hold at least some degree of bias — whether it be
political, economic, gender-based, or otherwise. The quest for
neutral, unbiased reporting (especially during an election year)
has become a significant challenge for many. Interestingly,
perception of media bias varies substantially among age groups,
with Gallup reporting a 17-percentage-point gap in trust between
Americans aged 65 and older and those under age 50 (43% vs.
26%, respectively).
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Understanding the Rise of Alternative Media (continues|

2. Generational shifts. For younger generations —
particularly Gen Z (born 1997 to 2012), who
came of age surrounded by technology and
social media — data shows a pivot away from
traditional news mediums (broadcast, print, and
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even digital news sites) and a growing reliance
on social media channels as seemingly reliable
sources of information. A 2023 Pew Research
Center survey uncovered that one-third of adults
under 30 regularly scroll TikTok for news (up
255% since 2020), with many stating a
preference for reporting that feels relatable and

personal compared to mass media. It’s also
interesting to note that nearly 40% of Gen Z
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report they trust social media influencers, which
is 9% higher than the overall number of
Americans who trust mainstream media.
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Understanding the Rise of Alternative Media (continues|

3. Citizen empowerment and the rise of the influencer. In
today’s divisive sociopolitical climate, many Americans want
to be seen and heard, with numerous individuals feeling that
mainstream media is often out of touch with the challenges
they face in day-to-day life. Driven by the internet and social
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media, alternative news sources have paved the way for the
democratization of information, allowing individuals to

access diverse perspectives without relying on potentially
biased mainstream media sources. This has allowed for news
and political influencers to rise to the forefront. According to

a 2024 Pew Research Center survey, almost 40% of U.S.
adults under 30 report they receive their news from

influencers. Among the Americans who get their news from
influencers, 65% “say news influencers have helped them

Z
m
3
wn
w
@)
(e
<
@)
m
(92)

better understand current events and civic issues.”
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https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/americas-news-influencers/

Popular Alternatives to Mainstream Medio

With new mediums growing at a rapid rate (and sometimes becoming “old news” just as quickly), those seeking
alternative news sources have more options to choose from than ever before. A few of the most popular and
noteworthy avenues today are:

1. Social media. This won’t come as a surprise to many given
Americans’ growing reliance on technology, which translates to
more time spent on our smartphones scrolling through social media

apps. A 2024 Pew Research Center study found that 54% of U.S.

adults “say they at least sometimes get news from social media,”
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with one-third reporting Facebook and YouTube as their primary
resources.

As previously noted, Gen Z and millennials strongly favor TikTok
as their go-to social channel for news updates, with Instagram
coming in second among this age group. Other popular channels

include LinkedIn and X (formerly Twitter, though its popularity
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has seen a sharp decline in recent years); newer platforms such as
Threads and Bluesky; and social networks that cater to specific

political ideologies, such as the right-wing YouTube alternative

Rumble or even President Trump’s Truth Social.
DOUBL EW


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/19/us/politics/truth-social-trump-media.html

Popular Alternatives to Mainstream Media (continves)

2. Podcasts. As of 2024, roughly 47% of Americans aged 12 or older reported
listening to a podcast at least once a month (up from 41% in 2021), indicating
that this medium is still growing. With more of the population returning to in-
person work following the pandemic and commuting multiple times a week,
podcasts provide an easily accessible method for consuming information,
including timely news stories. Mainstream media companies have taken notice
too, pivoting (with substantial success in some cases) with their own slate of
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audio shows, the most prominent examples including The New York Times The
Daily and NPR’s Up First. Podcasts' popularity has even empowered former
journalists, professors and experts in a plethora of different fields to branch out
and host their own shows. From Scott Galloway’s The Prof G Pod, which
“combines business insight and analysis with provocative life and career advice”

(popular among millennials and Gen Z men), to On With Kara Swisher, an
award-winning journalist who interviews key players across the business, political
and tech landscape. Major streaming companies, including Apple, Spotify and
YouTube, house millions of podcasts and are capitalizing on its popularity, with
the latter recently publishing a new weekly ranking of the top-performing shows
(based on watch time) in the U.S. Podcasts have also become popular because
they allow individuals to absorb information passively or while multitasking — a

luxury that reading a print or online news article does not afford. DOUBLE W 7
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https://podcasts.voxmedia.com/show/the-prof-g-pod-with-scott-galloway
https://podcasts.voxmedia.com/show/on-with-kara-swisher
https://charts.youtube.com/podcasts

Popular Alternatives to Mainstream Media (continues|

3. Independent news websites. These sources differ from mainstream media in that
they tend to be "non-commercial projects that advocate the interests of those
excluded from the mainstream," according to Dr. Chris Atton’s research-based
book Alternative Media. This often (but certainly not always) includes
marginalized communities such as the economically disadvantaged, political and
ethnic minorities, and labor groups, among many others.
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Founded in 2017, Substack is an online platform that allows writers, journalists, S u b St a C k

and other content creators to publish newsletters directly to their audiences,
manage follower subscriptions, and monetize their content through
subscriptions. It has grown significantly in recent years, particularly among m PROPUBLICA
freelance journalists who are empowered to share and monetize content without
having to pitch and receive approval from editors at the various outlets they STRAIGHT
ARROW

NEWS

contribute to. In fact, Axios reported in August 2024 that “the number of
Substack journalists in news and politics making more than $1 million has
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The
Intercept_

doubled over the past year,” with more than 22 newsletters having “tens of
thousands paid subscribers.” Though notably different than Substack, alternative
and independent news websites (such as ProPublica, Straight Arrow News and

The Intercept) may also be considered part of this category as they don’t share
the same corporate interests as many mainstream media outlets. oLt W



https://www.axios.com/2024/08/13/independent-journalists-substack-news
https://www.propublica.org/
https://san.com/
https://theintercept.com/

Popular Alternatives to Mainstream Media (continves)

4. Community spaces. Though community-based spaces such as Reddit, Discord, and
Telegram might not be new, they remain popular and see consistently high
engagement from users. Pew Research Center reports that only a small portion of
Americans rely on such platforms as regular news sources, but many continue to flock

® reddit

@ piscord

to these channels to engage in discussion with other users, comparing what they’ve
absorbed from other sources and exchanging information freely (and often
anonymously). While it was launched nearly 20 years ago, Reddit is particularly
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popular with younger users today, with 42% of U.S. internet users between the ages
of 18 and 24 using the platform. 51% of Gen Z favor Reddit’s user-driven nature and Telegram
87% said they enjoy being part of a Reddit community.

A more recent community-based space that has risen in prominence, especially during
the pandemic, is Twitch. Before it was purchased by Amazon in 2014, Twitch was

only known for its live gaming broadcasts. However, the platform has now established w
itself as a place where “people come together live every day to chat, interact, and make

their own entertainment together.” This has allowed some creators to build a
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significant following, including political commentator and online streamer Hasan

Piker, who goes live almost daily and has nearly 3 million followers on the platform.

Too many, Piker is seen as a left-leaning “response” to Joe Rogan, one of the world’s

most influential and popular podcasters.
DOUBL EW 9



https://www.twitch.tv/p/en/about/
https://www.twitch.tv/p/en/about/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/27/style/hasan-piker-twitch-youtube.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/27/style/hasan-piker-twitch-youtube.html
https://www.twitch.tv/hasanabi
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/01/business/joe-rogan.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/01/business/joe-rogan.html

Precautionary Measures to Take

While it’s important for communicators and brands to be aware of these alternative
media channels, it’s just as important to approach them both critically and cautiously.

Compared to most mainstream media outlets, the risk of misinformation and
disinformation is higher across alternative media sources because third-party fact checks
are not typically required before publishing content. Unlike mainstream media, which
clearly labels opinion pieces as such, alternative media allows more opportunity for the
line between hard facts and opinions to be blurred.

Those investing time (and sometimes money) into alternative media outlets should also
bear in mind that the landscape is constantly evolving, with some publications losing
momentum and even shutting down just as quickly as they rose.

Lastly — despite the arguments against it and mounting challenges the industry faces —
mainstream media isn’t going anywhere and certainly shouldn’t be discounted. Many
mainstream outlets have acted swiftly to meet the needs of today’s audiences with
engaging and interactive social content, podcasts, tailored newsletters, in-person events
and more. It will be interesting to watch this continued evolution in the coming years
and monitor its impact on winning back wary audiences.
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In Conclusion...

The media landscape is currently in flux, and it’s not yet clear which direction things are
headed in the future. With that in mind, it’s crucial to keep close tabs on both mainstream
media outlets and alternative media sources to both stay informed and reach key audiences.

Here are a few tips and takeaways for operating in this new frontier:

Know the key platforms and players. Before engaging with alternative media outlets, spend
some time on these platforms to learn how they function, what their unique features are,
and which channels best align with your communications goals. Keep tabs on emerging
forms of alternative media and major changes to existing forms. You don’t always need to
jump on the bandwagon every time a new social media app, community forum, or online
trend comes onto the scene. Be intentional, engage strategically, and do your research
before going all in.

Look at the numbers. Data doesn’t lie, and there is plenty of recent data to back alternative
media’s growing popularity, as many Americans remain skeptical of mainstream media.
Pew Research Center and Gallup are two reliable sources that regularly publish data on
how Americans consume news in the modern age and which mediums audiences favor over
others. Both organizations offer specific data on various demographics and which forms of
alternative media they consume the most.

Pew Research Center %@

GALLUP
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In Conclusion...

Create your own content. One of the best ways to control the narrative around your
brand is to self-publish content, which is now easier than ever thanks to the rise of
alternative media forums. A growing number of brands have their own apps, podcasts,
online “pressrooms,” blogs, YouTube channels, and more where they can reach
existing fans while simultaneously tapping into new consumer bases. Consistently
sharing engaging, entertaining, and visually aesthetic social media content can also go
a long way when it comes to reaching target audiences. To make the most of your
resources, consider leveraging this content across various platforms (a professional
video shoot, for example, can result in content for YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok).

Keep your audience top of mind. Data indicates that different demographics have
drastically different media consumption behaviors. Americans aged 65 and older are
generally much more trusting of mainstream media than other age groups. On the
flipside, Gen Z and younger millennials are more likely to get their news from TikTok
and social media personalities than other demographics. Know your target audience
and which platforms they show up on so you can reach them through the channels
where they already spend the most time. Consider engaging with key influencers and
alternative media personalities (e.g., podcast hosts and YouTubers) who can
authentically reach your target audiences.
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