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Purpose 

I recently challenged myself to describe the purpose of 
journalism in ten words or less. Here’s what I came up with —

To find and tell the truth in every news story

That was the first description that came to mind, so I 
wondered why. Often, our first response to a challenge or 
question is what we really believe. Truth be told, my first 
reaction was that journalism is about finding and telling the 
truth in every news story.

The next challenge was how to share that with you in a way 
that makes sense. During this and upcoming newsletters, I’ll 
share about —

1. The Purpose of Journalism
2. The People of Journalism
3. The Process of Journalism
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I’m writing to two groups, journalists and news consumers 
(e.g. readers, listeners, viewers), and hope what I share will 
address the interests and concerns of both groups of people.
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Truth 

Truth should always be a driving force in journalism — our 
purpose for doing journalism. Journalists should find the truth 
and tell the truth. News consumers want the truth and will 
depend on news sources they trust. Unfortunately, as we 
reported in the last newsletter, the public’s trust in the news 
media in the United States is at an all-time low. Since that's 
apparently the truth about how the public views the news 
media at this point in our country’s history, we’ll have to start 
there.

How do we improve the relationship between news media and 
news consumers? Some might say it’s too late or that we 
can’t, but I’m not ready to throw in the towel on something so 
important. One of the news directors I worked for decades 
ago told me not to bring him a problem unless I also brought 
him a solution. He didn’t want to hear about my problems. He 
wanted to hear about my solutions. He might agree or 
disagree with what I thought was a good solution, but he 
wanted me to think critically about how to make things better.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
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So, what’s my suggested solution to the public’s lack of trust 
in the news media? If you’re a journalist, find and tell the truth 
in every news story you cover. If you’re a news consumer, find 
journalists who find and tell the truth in every news story they 
cover. While that may sound like a great solution to the 
problem, how do we accomplish it? I think it will take 
commitment and time.
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Truth and Politics 
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Something interesting begins to emerge as we look deeper 
into why public trust in the media has fallen through the years. 
Much of it seems to be connected to politics.

Democrats trust the news media more than Republicans or 
Independents.

According to a Gallup report released last October —

• 68% of Democrats surveyed said they trusted the media 
a great deal or fair amount 

• 11% of Republicans surveyed said they trusted the 
media a great deal or fair amount

• 31% of independents surveyed said they trusted the 
media a great deal or fair amount 

Why such a big difference between how Democrats view the 
media and how Republicans and Independents view the 
media?

https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
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The answer is complicated, but measurable. Gallup began 
surveying public trust in the media in 1972. The “Great deal/
Fair amount” trust level was 68% that first year and rose to 
72% four years later. Trust levels began to fall after that until 
the number reached 53% in 1997. The trust fall continued 
until it reached the low point of 36% in October 2021.

As for the political divide, let’s look at where trust in the media 
stood in 1997. Remember that the overall trust had fallen to 
53% by that year. Here’s how trust broke down by political 
affiliation according to Gallup —

• Democrats - 64%

• Republicans - 41%

• Independents - 53%
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We’ll use 1997, 25 years ago, as a starting point to 
understand what’s happened since and why.

• Democrats’ trust in the media went down during 
President Clinton’s last term in office, then went up 
during President Bush’s first term and part of his second 
term. Democrats’ trust in the media went down during the 
last half of Bush’s second term and continued down 
throughout President Obama’s two terms. Democrats’ 
trust in the media jumped from 51% at the end of 
Obama’s second term to 76% mid-way into President 
Trump’s term in office. It fell to 69% during the second 
half of Trump’s term, but jumped to 73% in the last year 
of Trump’s presidency. Democrats’ media trust stood at 
68% toward the end of President Biden’s first year in 
office.

• Republicans’ trust in the media rose to 52% in 1998 as 
President Clinton faced impeachment. Trust fell to 47% 
by the end of Clinton’s second term in office and to 39% 
at the beginning of President Bush’s first term. 
Republican trust fell to 31% by the end of Bush’s first 
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term and continued there until the end of Bush’s second 
term. Trust rose to 38% during the first half of President 
Obama’s first term, but fell to 26% by the end of his first 
term. The Republican trust continued to fall to 14% by 
the end of Obama’s second term in office. It rose to 18% 
during the first two years of President Trump’s term, then 
fell to 10% by the end of his term. Republican trust in the 
media near the end of President Biden’s first year in 
office is at 11%.

• Independents’ trust in the media started at 53% in 1997 
and continued at that level until the second half of 
President Bush’s first term in office when it fell to 44%. It 
continued to fall slowly during the Bush years, but rose 
slightly during the early part of President Obama’s 
second term in office. Independents’ trust in the media 
fell again and reached a low point of 32% by the end of 
Obama’s presidency. Trust rose to about 41% during the 
first two years of President Trump’s term in office, but fell 
to 36% by the end of 2020. Independents’ trust in the 
media fell to 31% during President Biden’s first year in 
office.  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(You can look at the detailed Gallup chart here.)

Keep in mind that the gap between Democrat and Republican 
trust in the media was a 23% difference in 1997. That gap 
now stands at 57%. That’s a change of 34% in just 25 years!
The reason the Gallup Survey is important to read carefully is 
because you can see how the rise and fall of media trust is 
often connected to the political party in power and how the 
media covered political news during that time. Even 
Independent trust of the media fell by 22% in the last 25 
years.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/321116/americans-remain-distrustful-mass-media.aspx
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Journalists and Politics 

I was told in college during the mid-1960s that journalists 
should be politically independent. My first news director had a 
policy for all of his journalists that we were not allowed to 
campaign for candidates, wear campaign buttons, and place 
campaign signs in our yards and bumper stickers on our cars. 
He also recommended that we register as Independents for 
voting. Why? So no one could ever accuse us of preferring 
one political party over another. His motivation was that the 
news audience would see us as unbiased in matters of 
political coverage.

I followed the advice of my professors and the guidance of my 
news director and have been an Independent since I reported 
my first news story in 1967. I’ve never campaigned for a 
candidate, worn a campaign button, or placed a campaign 
sign on my lawn or bumper sticker on my car. Even though I 
retired in 2009, I still follow those guidelines. Long-held ethical 
beliefs become a way of life for a journalist that don’t end 
even when a professional career does.
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That doesn’t mean I haven’t had personal views about 
political issues the last 55 years. I do admit to being human. 
Since I’m an Independent, I don’t vote in primary elections. I 
do vote in general elections, but how I vote is confidential — 
even to this day. It’s part of being able to report on any story 
fairly and for the audience to know they can trust what I 
report.

The reason I bring this up is because I know that some 
journalists today don’t share my perspective about journalists 
not openly expressing their political views. Even some 
national news organizations have changed their ethics 
policies in recent years to allow journalists to be involved in 
political protests and demonstrations. Here’s one example —

NPR rolled out a substantial update to its ethics policy earlier 
this month, expressly stating that journalists may participate in 
activities that advocate for "the freedom and dignity of human 
beings" on both social media and in real life.

https://www.npr.org/ethics
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The new policy eliminates the blanket prohibition from 
participating in "marches, rallies and public events," as well as 
vague language that directed NPR journalists to avoid 
personally advocating for "controversial" or "polarizing" 
issues. New NPR Ethics Policy, July, 2021

I was not surprised by NPR and other news organizations 
changing their ethics policies about journalists’ political 
involvement. It was already obvious to many news consumers 
that reporters and writers in those organizations had openly 
supported a variety of political and social issues for a long 
time.

I began hearing journalists talk about their political and social 
views in the newsroom as far back as the 1990s and even 
had to warn one journalist who marched in a public protest. I 
heard journalists cheer in a newsroom when a particular 
candidate won a national election. They had openly chosen 
sides in an election, and that is never good for journalism. 
Taking sides can color the way a journalist reports about 

https://www.npr.org/sections/publiceditor/2021/07/29/1021802098/new-npr-ethics-policy-its-ok-for-journalists-to-demonstrate-sometimes
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candidates and election issues. It can also affect the way 
journalists interview candidates about their positions.

National coverage of political campaigns often brings out 
journalists’ personal political views in the way they report on a 
story. Some national news anchors have also become more 
open about their personal views. I wince when I hear a 
reporter or anchor end a report with their personal opinion 
about a news story during a newscast. I have the same 
reaction with writers in print media. That kind of blatant bias 
would not have been tolerated by news managers in the past 
and is one of the reasons, I believe, that news consumers 
have lost trust in the media.

Last month (December 2021), the Columbia Journalism Tow 
Center shared perspectives on newsroom social media 
policies. Here’s what news consumers thought about 
journalists and their political leanings —

https://www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/social-media-newsroom-policies-responses.php
https://www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/social-media-newsroom-policies-responses.php
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We investigated some of these expectations further in our 
research this year on trust in news, which also showed broad 
agreement (80 percent of respondents) that journalists should 
“separate fact from opinion when reporting the news.” A 
majority of people in the US who often used social media for 
news agreed that journalists should even go so far as to 
disclose their political leanings (56 percent), although a 
smaller share of the public overall felt the same (45 percent). 
Levels of cynicism about journalism in the US are not only 
high—they are exceptionally polarized along partisan lines. 
This year, when we asked Americans whether news outlets in 
general were willing to admit (or cover up) their mistakes, 
whether they understood their audiences, or whether they 
genuinely wanted to hear from the public, a majority held 
negative views on all three measures. Even more striking, 
responses to these questions were highly polarized by 
partisanship, with two-thirds or more of Republican-leaning 
respondents holding journalists in low esteem.
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Today’s consumers of news are pretty savvy, and many will 
notice when a journalist says or writes things in a way that 
expresses their personal political opinion. That may explain 
some of why the public trust in media has fallen so much in 
the last 25 years.

What Should Journalists Do? 

I believe it’s the job of news managers to remind their 
journalists to be politically independent. Of course, that has to 
begin with the manager. News managers should be politically 
independent and have a strong personal code of ethics that 
they model to their journalists. You can tell a lot about what 
news managers believe from what you see, hear and read in 
their team’s coverage of political and social issues.

If you manage a news department, do you have a written/
stated political ethics policy? If not, you can look at some of 
the policies from other news organizations to see how they 
handle the issue. Here are some to consider —
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The SPJ Ethics Committee gets a significant number of 
questions about whether journalists should engage in political 
activity. The simplest answer is “No.” Don’t do it. Don’t get 
involved. Don’t contribute money, don’t work in a campaign, 
don’t lobby, and especially, don’t run for office yourself ... For 
political reporters, yard signs, bumper stickers and even 
campaign buttons should be considered off-limits. For a 
broader range of journalists — whether they’re covering 
politics or not — political activism should be avoided. Society 
of Professional Journalists

Post journalists must refrain from writing, tweeting or posting 
anything — including photographs or video — that could 
objectively be perceived as reflecting political, racial, sexist, 
religious or other bias or favoritism. Washington Post

In social media posts, our journalists must not express 
partisan opinions, promote political views, endorse 
candidates, make offensive comments or do anything else 
that undercuts The Times’s journalistic reputation.

https://www.spj.org/ethics-papers-politics.asp
https://www.spj.org/ethics-papers-politics.asp
https://www.washingtonpost.com/policies-and-standards/
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• Our journalists should be especially mindful of appearing to 
take sides on issues that The Times is seeking to cover 
objectively.
• These guidelines apply to everyone in every department of 
the newsroom, including those not involved in coverage of 
government and politics. New York Times
Avoid posting information to social networking sites or blogs 
that could call into question your ability to act independently 
as a journalist. This includes expressing political views, sports 
fandom or opinions about newsmakers or sharing internal 
communications, even if you are participating in what is 
supposed to be a private group. Recognize that even 
hashtags can imply support and take care to avoid those 
instances.

It’s important that no matter what information you post or how 
private you attempt to make it you refrain from expressing any 
political or ideological points of view that could compromise 
your independence as a journalist. Understand that you are 
responsible for everything you post, whether it is public, 
private or in a direct message. Walter Cronkite School of 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/13/reader-center/social-media-guidelines.html
https://cronkite.asu.edu/about/policies/social-media-guidelines/
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Journalism and Mass Communication, Arizona State 
University

If you are a journalist, follow the ethics’ policy of your news 
department. If your news department doesn’t have a political 
ethics’ policy, develop your own from a good source and stick 
with it no matter what others around you do or don’t do.

What Should News Consumers Do? 

If you are a consumer of news, look for journalists who don’t 
express personal political perspectives or opinions in news 
stories. That includes their personal social media as well (e.g. 
Twitter, Facebook, etc). Look for journalists who appear 
unbiased and politically neutral in the way they report stories. 
Look for journalists who are aggressive about getting to the 
truth of a story no matter which political party is involved. That 
includes reporters, writers, anchors, producers, and editors. 
You may find that challenging in today’s politically-charged 
news cycle, but it’s worth it to find unbiased reporting you can 
trust.

https://cronkite.asu.edu/about/policies/social-media-guidelines/
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I also advise news consumers to be careful not to depend on 
journalists who seem to agree with the consumer’s political 
perspective. You may agree with what you hear, but that 
doesn't mean what you heard was the truth. Remember that 
“truth” is the highest objective for both journalists and news 
consumers. You may find it helpful to consume a variety of 
news coverage from different sources in order to get the truth 
about some stories.

Getting only one side of a story is not a good way to build a 
solid foundation for getting to the truth. A house needs a solid 
foundation, plus four walls, and a roof to stand strong during 
tough times. The same is true in building an understanding of 
what’s true in the news that impacts our life and the lives of 
our family and friends.

We are living through very tough times in the United States, 
as well as other countries, and need truth to keep us free.
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The News 

Photo by Freddy Kearney on Unsplash 

Have you seen the news today?

That question usually means something has happened in the 
world that’s worthy of stopping what you’re doing and turning 
on the news or checking your news app. I’m one of those 
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people. I love to know what’s happening in my community, my 
country, and around the world.

So, who determines what’s news? People do. They are 
known professionally as journalists. Some journalists are 
reporters, some are anchors, some are producers, editors, 
and managers. Each of those journalists plays an important 
role in deciding what the public reads, hears, and sees every 
day. Who are those people and why do they get to decide 
what’s news?

I mention this especially if you are a news consumer. It’s 
important to know who decides what’s news, and how and 
why they make their decisions. It’s obvious from watching 
newscasts, listening to news on the radio, and reading 
newspapers and online news, that the people behind the 
news have different perspectives about what’s news on any 
given day. If journalists do happen to cover some of the same 
stories, they often present conflicting information. Why is that?
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The Blame Game 

As I mentioned in recent newsletters, trust in the news media 
has fallen to new lows. How did that happen? Did modern 
news consumers become a tougher audience? Possibly, but I 
believe the news media needs to accept some of the blame.

Journalism is not a new or even recent communication tool. 
The Romans produced a daily journalistic publication during 
the 1st century BC called the Acta Diurna (Daily Events). It 
contained news of interest to people in Rome and was 
available throughout the city for people to read. Many other 
countries have published daily or weekly news reports 
through the centuries in a variety of languages. European 
countries had printed news publications as early as the 17th 
century. The first known publications in the English language 
were the Weekly Newes (1622), Berrow's Worcester Journal 
(1690), The Daily Courant (1702), and The Tatler (1709).

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
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The first American colonial publication was called Boston’s 
Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick (1690). 
The first edition of the paper contained a story that was 
negative of the British government, so the government shut 
down the paper four days after it started. It would be 14 years 
before another newspaper was published in the colonies (The 
Boston News-Letter, 1704). That, and other experiences with 
government suppression of the press in colonial times, 
eventually led to including protection for “freedom of the 
press” in the First Amendment to the Constitution.

Journalism in the United States has a long history, which 
means journalists have had a lot of time to learn how to build 
and keep trust with the public. That’s why I believe the 
modern news media is at least partially to blame for trust 
issues with news consumers.
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What Makes A Trusted Journalist? 

That leads us to this question - what makes a trusted 
journalist?

I believe the best journalists have four things going for them.

They are —

1. Curious
2. Skeptical
3. Objective
4. Accurate

Let’s begin with curiosity.
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curiosity - a strong desire to know or learn something 
— Oxford Languages

The desire to learn begins early in life. We start asking 
questions as young children.

“What’s that?” “Who are you?” “Where’s my mommy?” “How 
do you make that?”

Then there are the inevitable “why” questions. Everyone who 
has been around young children knows what I’m talking 
about. “Why?” “Why?” “Why?”
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All of that is part of the human desire to know or learn 
something. Young children are curious about their world. How 
do they learn about the world? They ask questions — lots of 
them. The best journalists do the same thing.

Journalists wake up each day like other people. The 
difference is in what they do after they’re awake. The job of a 
journalist is to cover and report news of interest to the public 
“fairly and factually.” They should wake up with a strong 
desire to learn something that day — to be curious. A 
journalist’s curiosity will drive them to find out what happened 
in the world while they slept and how they can serve the 
public in following up on important stories and finding new 
ones.

I used to have a rule as a news manager that every member 
of the news team come to work with at least three story ideas 
they could cover that day. I held myself to the same rule. We 
held two “story meetings” each day. The first was at 9am for 
dayside journalists and the second was at 2pm for nightside 
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journalists. Each journalist shared their three ideas and we 
talked about how best to cover them.

The reason for the requirement was three-fold:

1. Come up with stories that would serve the public interest 
2. Encourage journalists to be curious
3. Develop an environment of “original reporting” 

Ask Questions — Get Answers 

Journalists ask questions for a living. If they don’t ask 
questions, they can’t get answers. If they don’t have answers, 
they don’t have a news story to report. If they don’t have a 
news story to report, they won’t have a job for long.

So, what questions should a journalist ask? You might start by 
asking questions your audience would ask. How do you do 
that? Get to know your audience. Find out what they care 
about — what they want to know.
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I sometimes wonder whether journalists have met their 
audience. Their reporting often appears to be aimed at 
themselves or people who are like them. Journalists spend a 
lot of time talking with other journalists in the newsroom, at 
news events, and after work. Some of my best friends in the 
world are fellow journalists, so I understand the desire to 
spend time with them. However, if you want to know your 
audience and be able to cover stories of interest to them, you 
need to spend time with them as well.

People love to talk about themselves, so ask people in your 
neighborhood and community questions about their life, 
family, job, and interests. Listen to their answers and show 
them you care about them. As you are curious about people 
and what they think, you will begin to understand your 
audience better. You will also come up with some great story 
ideas to take with you to the next story meeting at work.
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You will also receive one of the greatest gifts that a news 
consumer can give you — feedback. My family remembers 
what it was like to go to the store or mall with me when I was 
a television reporter. People stopped us every few steps to 
talk with me about a story I had done. They were giving me 
their “feedback” as news viewers. My family would sometimes 
continue shopping while I talked with viewers and I’d catch up 
with them later. Those times of receiving viewer feedback 
helped me tremendously as a journalist. Listening to your 
audience and getting to know them is one very important way 
of building trust with them.
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Original Reporting 

I find that “original reporting” is often missing in today’s 
journalism. By that I mean reporting that originates with the 
journalist rather than with a news manager. A producer or 
editor may send a reporter out to cover a story (e.g. crime 
scene, building fire, school board meeting, public protest), but 
it’s up to the reporter to be curious and find something original 
to report about the story. How do they do that? By being 
curious and asking questions.

I had the public safety and courts beat for years, which meant 
I spent a lot of time at crime scenes, fires, police stations, fire 
stations, courtrooms, jails and prisons. The kinds of stories I 
came up with while covering my beat often depended to a 
large extent on my curiosity.
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One of the first stories I covered as a television reporter 
decades ago was the brutal murder of a pregnant woman. It 
was a huge story that shocked the community. I was also a 
state correspondent for the Atlanta Journal and Constitution, 
and so I was calling stories into their editors each day in 
addition to my coverage for television newscasts and wire 
service reports. The police investigation eventually led to the 
arrest of two men who claimed the woman’s husband had 
paid them to kill her. That elevated the public’s shock level 
even more.

All of the reporters who covered the story followed the 
investigation and arrests. However, I thought something was 
missing from the story. I was curious about the toll this had 
taken on the murdered woman’s family. I was a husband and 
father and could only imagine how this horrible situation was 
affecting them.
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I wondered if they would like to tell their side of the story, and 
so I contacted the parents of the murdered woman and asked 
them for an interview. They said they had watched my 
coverage on television and appreciated that I had been 
factual and fair in the coverage and had not tried to 
sensationalize the murder of their daughter and unborn 
grandchild.

The parents granted me an exclusive and in-depth interview 
that lasted almost two hours. We ended up doing a series of 
reports from the interview that gave the story more context. 
Many viewers thanked our station for broadcasting the series 
and giving the parents the opportunity to express their grief 
and anger.

That’s just one example of how curiosity can lead to original 
reporting. Every journalist can and should be doing original 
reporting — every day. It’s one of the things news consumers 
want from the news media.
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Completing the Story 

Many of today’s stories seem incomplete. When I watch a 
news conference, for example, hear a reporter’s questions, 
and later see or read that journalist’s report, it often lacks a 
sense of curiosity on their part. It’s painfully obvious that they 
could have asked a wider variety of questions and done more 
research into the answers they received that would have 
helped them fill out the story. Readers, listeners, and viewers 
are often left with many unanswered questions. Why? I think 
that it’s often because journalists aren’t curious enough to 
look deeper into the story.

That is disturbing to me on so many levels. We are living in 
one of the most complex and divisive periods in modern 
history. The public needs good answers to so many 
questions, but many of those questions are never asked by 
journalists. So many stories today are partial in information, 
scope, and perspective. Why?
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There could be many reasons. It may be that journalists aren’t 
curious. It could be that they don’t know what questions to ask 
or how to ask them. It could also be that they have a personal 
or corporate agenda to fulfill. An editor or manager may be 
expecting a certain take on a story and the reporter knows 
they have to deliver that particular perspective to keep their 
job or earn a promotion. Whatever the reason, it’s not good 
for journalism or for the country.

Building The Future 

So, how do we help this generation and the next generation of 
journalists develop the kind of curiosity that leads to original 
reporting? I believe it begins in colleges and universities 
where aspiring journalists begin to learn about real journalism 
and how to do it. I had the opportunity to speak to many 
journalism and communication classes as a news director 
years ago. It was always a pleasure to meet the students, 
share my passion for news, and answer their questions about 
working as a journalist. I later hired some of the students 
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when they graduated. They applied for job openings and I 
hired them based on their curiosity and passion for news.

Building the future continues with news managers who hire 
journalists who are curious and interested in knowing the 
needs and interests of their audience. Managers need to hold 
their journalists to high ethical standards and require them to 
do original reporting — which comes from being curious and 
knowing the interests of news consumers. All of that can 
improve the public’s trust in the news media over time.

Journalists should be filled with wonder about the world and 
every story they cover. They should also appreciate the great 
responsibility they have constitutionally. The First Amendment 
to the Constitution protects the rights of journalists to do their 
jobs freely and without interference from powerful people who 
have biased agendas.
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I often say that the most important story I’ve ever covered is 
the one I’m covering right now. Journalists should never rest 
on their laurels or awards. A news director told me when I was 
a young reporter that I was only as good as my last story. 
That thought drove me to find more and more stories through 
the years and for each one to be better than anything I had 
done before. I was curious then — and still am.

A Word to the Wise 

Journalism belongs to you — the news consumer. So, a brief 
word to you about being curious.

Be a curious news consumer. Consume news from multiple 
sources that give you a broad view of local, national, and 
world news. Search for journalists who demonstrate curiosity 
in their stories. Listen to the questions they ask in news 
conferences and interviews. Are they asking the questions 
you would ask? Watch, listen or read how they report the 
news. Are they getting information from all sides of a story? 
Does their reporting seem complete? Also, look for journalists 
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who do original reporting. That’s often a way to spot a curious 
journalist.

You have a lot of choices in news coverage these days, so 
use your choices wisely.
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Shaken and Stirred 

We’ve already established that the majority of news 
consumers in the United States don’t trust the news media. 
That should “shake” journalists to the core; not because 
journalists should ever expect everyone to agree with their 
reporting, but because of how far and how quickly the fall has 
occurred.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
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Gallup reported last October that Americans' Trust in Media 
Dips to Second Lowest on Record.

Americans' trust in the media to report the news fully, 
accurately and fairly has edged down four percentage points 
since last year to 36%, making this year's reading the second 
lowest in Gallup's trend.

Continuing with the James Bond theme for another moment, I 
believe journalism needs an internal “stirring.” I say that based 
on being involved in journalism for 55 years and having been 
a news consumer ten years prior to that. We need to take a 
serious look inside our newsrooms and consider what can be 
done to regain the trust of those we serve — the public.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
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As I mentioned in a previous newsletter, journalists should be 
at least four things — 

1. Curious
2. Skeptical
3. Objective
4. Accurate

We looked at being curious last time, so we turn next to being 
skeptical.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-two
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Be Skeptical 

A journalist should be skeptical.

skeptical - an attitude of doubt or a disposition to 
incredulity either in general or toward a particular 
object — Merriam-Webster

Being skeptical in the original sense of the word (from the 
Greek skeptikos) means being “an inquirer.” That’s someone 
who is “unsatisfied and still looking for truth” (Encyclopedia 
Britannica). It doesn’t mean that we are still skeptical when we 
find the truth. Skepticism ends when truth is found. It means 
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we’re not satisfied until truth is found. Truth should satisfy the 
skeptic. Truth is always the goal.

Like you, I am a news consumer. I read dozens of news 
stories every day on a wide variety of news sites. What I 
mean by a wide variety is at least a dozen news sites each 
morning that vary in how they lean. Some lean to the left and 
some lean to the right. Unfortunately, it’s difficult to find news 
sites that don’t have a political or social leaning (as in “just the 
news”).

The same is true when we listen to news on the radio and 
watch it on television. It becomes obvious as you hear or see 
news stories on different stations that something’s not right. 
The stories are either missing information or presenting 
conflicting information. It’s very difficult as a news consumer 
to get to the truth about many stories because the people 
behind the news often don’t do their job of being skeptical.
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No Leaning Allowed 

You might wonder in which direction I lean. Hopefully, I don’t. I 
was trained as a young journalist to be a political independent 
and social moderate. Most people understand that a political 
“independent” is not a member or supporter of any political 
party, but what’s a social moderate?

Social Moderate —Being within reasonable limits; not 
excessive or extreme. The American Heritage® 
Dictionary of the English Language, 5th Edition

Why would it be important for a journalist to be a political 
independent and social moderate? Here’s an example —

The fact that I was an atheist with strong feelings about many 
political and social issues in the 1960s (e.g. ending the 
Vietnam War, improving civil rights, legalizing abortion, 
legalizing marijuana, etc.) made becoming a journalist an 
interesting challenge for me during that decade. Fortunately, 
my professors and early news directors demanded neutrality 
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from me as a journalist. That meant in the newsroom, on the 
street, and on the air. I had to be both politically independent 
and socially moderate in my approach to gathering and 
reporting news.

Becoming a Christian several years later didn’t affect my 
views on politics, but it did have an impact on my view about 
people and society. I saw both through the lens of a God who 
loves the world and created humans in His image. Would that 
change the way I reported news stories? While I personally 
gained more empathy and compassion for people as a 
Christian, the training I had received as a journalist continued 
to help me cover all stories without leaning in any particular 
political or social direction.

Bottom line: no leaning allowed in journalism. That should be 
a rule in every newsroom. However, as we saw in a recent 
newsletter, some news organizations have changed their 
ethics policies to allow journalists to openly protest and march 
for social causes, and participate in political rallies. What 
should news consumers think about how those journalists 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one


Truth Be Told  of 50 77

cover stories on politics or social issues? Some would 
certainly question whether they could trust their reporting. 
We’ve also seen that some news organizations with stricter 
written policies about journalistic activism are often lax in 
enforcing those policies with their journalists.

activist journalism   — The use of journalistic skills 
within *activist media to report on, and inspire 
political engagement with, one or more issues. 
Activist journalists are typically activists first and 
journalists second, with the latter function serving 
the former. Oxford Dictionary of Journalism

While there is some debate about whether activist or 
advocacy journalism can be objective, my own experience as 
a journalist is that solid journalism should come before any 
action is recommended. It’s a topic worth discussing and we 
will in future newsletters.
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Skeptical of Powerful People 

I have long been skeptical of what people in power say and 
how they answer my questions. Just because someone in 
power says something does not make it true. Powerful people 
at every level of government, military, business, education, 
and religion may or may not be telling the truth at any given 
time. Our job as journalists is to be skeptical of what powerful 
people and their allies tell us until we find the truth. Once truth 
is found, we can report the truth and be satisfied that truth has 
been told. Then we move on to the next story with the same 
curiosity, skepticism, and drive to find truth again. It’s a 
wonderful process that will get you up early in the morning 
and keep you up late at night.

That truth-seeking skepticism led me to become an 
investigative reporter and eventually manage a team of 
investigative reporters. Unfortunately, there are not many 
investigative reporters today. Instead of investigating, many 
reporters simply repeat what powerful people tell them. If you 
find that what powerful people say is not true, confront them 
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and get their response. Don’t be afraid to find the truth and 
report it.

I will admit that it is not an easy thing to report stories that are 
negative of powerful people. I’ve had powerful people come at 
me verbally and even physically in courtrooms, in the halls of 
government, and on the street. I’ve had government and 
private employees yell at me and give me a one-finger salute 
because of stories I did about their employers. That’s part of 
being an investigative journalist. Let me add that it also 
includes the photographers, producers, editors, and 
managers who work with investigative journalists. The entire 
investigative team comes under attack from powerful people 
who don’t like where a story may be headed.

I can tell you from personal experience that real journalism 
will take over your life. It can also be tough on your family and 
friends. They can also be threatened. Journalism is a high 
calling that comes with a personal price, but a price worth 
paying in a free society.
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Beware of First Impressions 

Journalists need to be careful about first impressions. What I 
mean by that is your first impression of a powerful person. 
Powerful people include government and business leaders. 
We get to meet and interview presidents, vice-presidents, 
senators, congresspeople, governors, state legislators, 
mayors, city councilors, school board members, and heads of 
government departments. We get to meet and interview 
CEOs of large companies and leaders of major colleges and 
universities. We may also have the opportunity to meet and 
interview national celebrities (e.g. actors, musicians, sports 
stars).

Meeting powerful people and getting the opportunity to 
interview them for news stories is certainly a privilege for a 
journalist. However, it can also be a dangerous trap if we’re 
not careful. What I mean by being careful is that we need to 
remain skeptical during the news gathering process. Some of 
the people who became most angry with me as a journalist 
were those who had tried to get me on their side when I first 
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covered them. The only “side” a journalist should ever take is 
the side of truth.

News Consumer Skepticism 

I also recommend that news consumers be skeptical. Just like 
journalists should be skeptical of powerful people and what 
they say, news consumers should be skeptical of journalists 
and what they say.

You may think that a strange thing for a journalist to 
recommend, but I’m serious. Journalists should not get a pass 
from news consumers just because they’re on television or 
radio or published in print or online. Journalists are also 
powerful people. I would argue more powerful than they 
should be, but I’ll address that in a future newsletter.

Depending on your age you may remember a time when 
news consumers had a limited choice in news. I remember in 
the 1950s that we had a morning newspaper, afternoon 
newspaper, three television stations with newscasts in the 
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evening, and a few radio stations with newscasts during the 
day. We read the papers, watched our favorite TV station 
news, and listened to news on the radio. Our trust in the news 
media was pretty high 65 years ago.

My father was interested in the news of the day, and so I 
watched local and national newscasts with him after supper. 
Seeing those news anchors and moderators of the mid-50s 
started my interest in becoming a journalist. I remember 
watching journalists like Edward R. Murrow, John Cameron 
Swayze, Lawrence Spivak, Chet Huntley, David Brinkley, 
Douglas Edwards, and later Walter Cronkite.

Did the journalists of the 50s and 60s deserve a higher level 
of trust than today’s journalists? That is debatable as we look 
back at the history of mid-century news coverage, but the 
majority of news consumers thought they could trust what 
journalists said and wrote.
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One of the early polls about trust in the mass media showed 
that 72% of Americans trusted what the media told them 
(Gallup, 1976). However, as I mentioned at the beginning of 
this newsletter, that number has fallen dramatically to just 
36%.

In all, 7% of U.S. adults say they have "a great deal" and 29% 
"a fair amount" of trust and confidence in newspapers, 
television and radio news reporting -- which, combined, is four 
points above the 32% record low in 2016, amid the divisive 
presidential election campaign between Donald Trump and 
Hillary Clinton. In addition, 29% of the public currently 
registers "not very much" trust and 34% have "none at all." 
Gallup Poll

A recent Edelman poll also tracked news consumer trust. It 
found that 58% of American news consumers think “most 
news organizations are more concerned with supporting an 
ideology or political position than with informing the public.” 
(As reported in Mediaite and Axios)

https://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new-low.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
https://www.mediaite.com/news/new-poll-media-trust-at-an-all-time-low-nearly-60-think-press-more-concerned-with-supporting-an-ideology-than-informing-public/
https://www.axios.com/trust-crisis-government-business-media-2e614f4b-0bc4-4f3b-97ea-5eac34ea09fc.html
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Without a trusted leadership source to look to, people don’t 
know where or who to get reliable information. The global 
infodemic has driven trust in all news sources to record lows 
with  social media  (35 percent) and owned media (41 
percent) the least trusted; traditional media (53 percent) saw 
the largest drop in trust at eight points globally. Edelman Trust 
Barometer, 2021

One way of looking at the falling trust in news media is that 
news consumers are holding journalists accountable. 
Consumers are voting with their feet. If they don’t like what 
they see, hear or read, they go somewhere else. The question 
for many news consumers is where. Where do you go for 
news you can trust? Look for journalists who are curious and 
skeptical.

https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer
https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer
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The Slant 

We call the people “behind the news” journalists. They are 
the reporters, writers, anchors, producers, editors, and 
managers who determine news coverage every day. If news 
consumers (e.g. viewers, listeners, readers) depend on one 
media or print outlet to give them the news, then those 
consumers place all of their news eggs in one basket. The 
same is true if they depend on a variety of news outlets with 
the same “slant” on the news. The consumer will end up with 
only one “view” of the news. What if that side, that slant, isn’t 
accurate or is trying to hide something from news consumers?
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Slanted news is a real problem in our time. What I mean by 
that is a group of journalists purposely presenting the news 
“from a particular angle, especially in a biased or unfair way” 
(Oxford Languages). That would be similar to disinformation, 
which we looked at in the last newsletter.

Gallup and the Knight Foundation released a survey on Trust, 
Media and Democracy in 2018 that found —

Americans believe the news media have a critical role to play 
in U.S. democracy but are not performing that role well. One 
of Americans’ chief concerns about media is bias, and 
Americans are much more likely to perceive bias in the news 
today than they were a generation ago.

Some of the key findings of the survey are that Americans 
believe 62% of the news they consume “is biased,” and that 
80% believe the news they see on social media is biased. 
More than eight in ten U.S. adults report “being angry or 
bothered” by seeing biased information.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/information-mis-or-dis?r=71rp7
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/perceived-accuracy-and-bias-in-the-news-media/
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/perceived-accuracy-and-bias-in-the-news-media/
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Journalists may lean left or they may lean right — liberal or 
conservative. They are human and humans have personal 
leanings. Right? So, what’s wrong with them expressing their 
personal lean or slant through news reporting? A lot!
What’s the solution? Objectivity.
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Be Objective 

Objectivity simply means a “lack of favoritism toward one side 
or another: freedom from bias” (Merriam-Webster). 
Fortunately, I had old-school professors and news directors 
who drilled into me the importance of being objective with 
every story I covered — from asking questions, to researching 
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the answers I received, to writing stories, to selecting the 
soundbites from interviews to insert into the story-telling 
process, and how I presented the stories visually, audibly or in 
print to ensure objectivity.

We were taught not to take any side in any story. We were not 
even allowed to take a position politically in our community. 
That included having campaign bumper stickers on our cars 
or campaign signs in our yards. I remember news directors 
asking how people could ever trust a journalist if they knew 
their political or social leanings.

I started my career in the 1960s as a political independent 
and am still an independent to this day. If a news manager 
even heard a hint of bias in something we said to someone in 
the newsroom or to a contact on the phone or in a live report 
or in our writing and reporting, we would be called into the 
manager’s office and our job would be in jeopardy. I wonder if 
that’s still being done in newsrooms today?



Truth Be Told  of 64 77

Why were those older professors and news managers so 
tough on us young journalists? Many of them were reporters 
ten or twenty years earlier and had helped fight for a 
strengthening of journalistic principles. They weren’t about to 
let a bunch of young reporters take the profession backward. 
I’m so glad for that kind of tough conditioning as a young 
reporter. That early training was the foundation for my career 
as a journalist.

Bias 

Let’s talk about the elephant in the newsroom — bias. 
Everybody is biased about something. There are hundreds of 
different types of bias. Some are explicit (conscious) and 
some are implicit (unconscious).

A conscious bias means people are aware of their bias. An 
unconscious bias means people are not aware of their bias. 
Both can affect how people respond to other people or groups 
of people. Bias toward people because of their religion, race, 
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gender, age, weight, etc. are examples. Whether we realize it 
or not, most of us have one or more biases.

What do we do with that? Admit we have biases. Admit that 
the elephant in the room is actually in the room. Once 
journalists and news consumers admit they have biases, they 
will be able to do something about them.
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Open Mind - Open Eyes 

Journalists should approach every news story with an open 
mind and open eyes.

Let’s begin with the idea of an “open mind.”
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We often add the word “keep” to the statement — keep an 
open mind. What does that mean?

a willingness to listen to or accept different ideas or 
opinions — Merriam-Webster

t o  w a i t  u n t i l y o u  k n o w  a l l 
the  facts  before  forming  an  opinion  or making 
a judgment — Cambridge Dictionary

To avoid making a judgment or decision about someon
e or something without full knowledge about them or it 
— The Free Dictionary

Notice the emphasis on “waiting” until we know all the facts, 
“avoiding” making a judgment or decision without having a full 
knowledge. That’s part of what it means to be a trustworthy 
journalist.
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Most of us can probably think of some journalist or talk show 
host who has jumped to conclusions about news stories 
before knowing all the facts. Even when all the facts come 
out, some people in the news media either don’t correct their 
error or double down to defend what they reported incorrectly.
It’s easy to jump to conclusions, especially because of our 
biases. It’s hard to wait to reach a conclusion until all the facts 
are in about a news story. Objectivity demands that we report 
what we learn about a story, but not present our findings as 
final or conclusive until we have covered every aspect of a 
story.

Journalists need to demonstrate to news consumers that they 
are objective in the way they cover stories. We report what we 
know to be factual, but “wait” until all the facts are in before 
we reach conclusions about a story. There’s no harm in letting 
readers, listeners or viewers know what you’re doing. Be 
honest with them. Report what you know and what you don’t 
know, without putting any spin on the story. Show news 
consumers that you care deeply about objectivity and keep an 
open mind about the news stories you cover.
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Next, let’s look at what it means to keep your eyes open —

to look or watch closely in order to see or find 
(something) — Merriam-Webster

To remain vigilant or carefully watchful (for something 
or someone) — The Free Dictionary
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pay attention; be watchful — Vocabulary.com

to be especially alert or observant — Collins Dictionary

One of the key ingredients to getting news stories right is 
“observation.” In fact, it’s the first thing journalists should do in 
covering a news story. I’ll get into that in more detail when we 
look at the process of journalism, but it’s worth mentioning 
that being alert (keeping eyes open) is vital to objectivity. How 
can we be objective about a news story if we don’t see what 
happened? Even worse, how can a journalist be objective if 
they purposely close their eyes to factual information in a 
story?

The job of a journalist is to “see everything” that pertains to a 
story. Reporters should take mental and written notes of 
everything they see and hear. Photographers should get video 
and photos of everything available about a story. That’s 
especially important for investigative stories where we can 
see and hear everything that might become evidence in our 
coverage.
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So, open mind and open eyes. Journalists must have both. 
Fairness is the objective.
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Fairness 
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Fairness is more than just talking with everyone involved in a 
story. It also means being fair to everyone involved in a story. 
Here are a couple of examples —

You often hear journalists say this at the end of a news story 
—

“We contacted the other side for a response, but they haven’t 
returned our call.”

While that has the appearance of fairness — is it? How do 
news consumers know for sure that the journalist made a 
good-faith effort to get a response from the other side?

• The reporter may have called once and let the phone ring 
twice. The reporter may have called and left a voice mail 
message just minutes before they went on the air. They 
may have sent an email ten minutes before broadcast or 
publication. Is that fair? 

• The reporter may have also called multiple times and left 
many voice mail messages over a period of several days. 
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They may have sent several emails and text messages 
as well during that time. They may have gone to a 
person’s home or office to try to meet with them in 
person. Is that fair?

I recommend that journalists include their contact process as 
part of any news story where fairness may be in question. Let 
the public know the extent of what you did to be fair to 
everyone. If you called once and let the phone ring twice, say 
that. If you called and left a voice mail message just minutes 
before broadcast or publication, let your audience know. If you 
sent an email ten minutes before broadcast or publication, 
include that in your report. If you called multiple times and left 
many voice mail messages over a period of several days, tell 
your audience. If you sent several emails and text messages 
that went unanswered, include that information as well. If you 
went to a person’s home or office to try to meet with them in 
person, let your audience know. The more news consumers 
know about your efforts to be fair, the better. The audience will 
know whether the journalist made a good-faith effort to be fair 
— or not.
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[A special note to news managers — another benefit of having 
your journalists include their process of fairness in covering 
stories is they may work harder to be fair since they will have 
to report how they covered a story — for all to see.]

Here’s a personal example from 40 years ago.

I had interviewed everyone connected to an investigative 
story who would talk to me. Some people wouldn’t answer my 
questions or refused to answer my calls. I went to homes and 
offices to talk with people, but some didn’t answer the doorbell 
or my knock on the door. I usually left my business card with a 
written note in the door as well.

This was long before the days of emails and phone texts, so I 
had done everything I knew to do to be fair. However, one of 
the people I interviewed toward the end of my investigation 
revealed some new information that I had not known earlier. 
That new information affected someone I had tried to reach 
previously. Since the person I had tried to reach earlier had 
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refused to talk with me, wouldn’t it be fair to just go ahead with 
the story?

I thought about the meaning of fairness and determined that it 
would not be fair since I had new information that implicated 
the earlier person. Even though it delayed the story by 
another day, I went back to the person’s house and rang the 
doorbell. No answer. Since my objective was fairness, I left 
my business card in their door one more time with a note 
about the new information I had received. That worked. The 
person called me and gave me a quote over the phone. I 
reported the investigative story and was able to include his 
response to the allegations. I also included a mention in my 
story about the process of getting that final response so the 
public would better understand the journalistic process. 
Anything we can do to help news consumers know that we’re 
reporting in the public interest goes a long way to building 
trust.
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I knew I had been fair to everyone in the story. Did it take 
more time? Yes. Was it worth it? Absolutely. Fairness is the 
objective.

1960s Radio News, © Mark McGee 
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