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Hundreds of news stories have been written about news 
media mistakes in covering Covid-19. That’s not surprising 
given the hundreds of thousands of stories published and 
broadcast about the novel coronavirus.

Journalists are human and do make mistakes. Newsmakers 
and news sources also make mistakes, and some even 
purposely mislead journalists.

So many conflicting and changing stories have been 
published and broadcast about Covid-19 during the past two-
and-a-half years, that it should be obvious there have been 
errors in reporting about it.

Journalists can do a variety of things when they get 
something wrong in a story. They can clarify, correct or 
retract. The goal is to be accurate and objective. Truth is the 
goal. If journalists gets something wrong in a story, they 
should make it right.
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• Clarification — “the action of making a statement or 
situation less confused and more comprehensible” 
(Oxford Languages)

• Correction — “a change that rectifies an error or 
inaccuracy” (Oxford Languages)

• Retraction — “a withdrawal of a statement, accusation, or 
undertaking” (Oxford Languages)
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I’m not the only journalist who thinks this is a good idea. Take 
Poynter, the American Press Institute, The New York Times, 
and The Washington Post published policies for example —

Corrections policies are an unequivocally good thing 
about journalism. Even as accusations of “fake news” 
dog the industry, its response should be to double 
down on this practice. Poynter, 2019

Rather than destroying trust, corrections are a powerful 
tool to reinforce how accountable and transparent we 
are … Don’t make things worse by writing a foggy 
correction. There is a natural tendency to downplay 
the mistake, but this will only make things worse by 
leaving the reader confused or suspicious. Clarity is 
paramount when writing a correction. American Press 
Institute, 2014

Because our voice is loud and far-reaching, The Times 
recognizes an ethical responsibility to correct all its 
factual errors, large and small. The paper regrets 
every error, but it applauds the integrity of a writer who 
volunteers a correction of his or her own published 

https://www.poynter.org/fact-checking/2018/the-funny-the-weird-and-the-serious-33-media-corrections-from-2018/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/strategy-studies/digital-corrections/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/strategy-studies/digital-corrections/
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story. Whatever the origin, though, any complaint 
should be relayed to a responsible supervising editor 
and investigated quickly. If a correction is warranted, 
fairness demands that it be published immediately. In 
case of reasonable doubt or disagreement about the 
facts, we can acknowledge that a statement was 
“imprecise” or “incomplete” even if we are not sure it 
was wrong. The New York Times, 1998, Updated 2008

The Washington Post strives for a nimble, accurate and 
complete news report. We endeavor to be promptly 
responsive in correcting errors in material published on 
digital platforms and in print. When we run a 
correction, clarification or editor’s note, our goal is to 
tell readers, as clearly and quickly as possible, what 
was wrong and what is correct. Anyone should be able 
to understand how and why a mistake has been 
corrected. The Washington Post, Policies and 
Standards

https://www.nytimes.com/editorial-standards/guidelines-on-integrity.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/policies-and-standards/#corrections
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Speaking of Poynter, they released an article a few months 
ago that asked the question — “Can better corrections 
improve news readers’ trust?” I think the answer is obviously 
a resounding YES. A majority of news consumers don’t trust 
the news media as it is, so journalists need to be up front 
about any errors in their stories.

Correcting an error in a news story is always the right thing to 
do. In a story as big and important as Covid-19, it’s also 
mandatory. Why? Because coverage affects peoples’ lives. 
Public opinion about Covid-19 goes up and down based on 
the most recent news coverage.

Governments wield tremendous power, and many 
government officials have used that power to take control of 
what people are allowed to do (e.g. lockdowns, mandates, 
etc). Public health officials are part of that group. Journalists 
should be the eyes and ears of the people to make sure that 
no government officials misuse their power. How well have 
journalists done that job during the past two+ years? That’s 
ultimately a decision for news managers and news 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/394817/media-confidence-ratings-record-lows.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/394817/media-confidence-ratings-record-lows.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/308129/public-opinion-covid-crisis-gallup-news-articles.aspx
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consumers. Having been a news manager for decades, I’ll 
share some thoughts with you from that perspective.
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Managing Covid Coverage 

Most stories that news managers deal with run their course 
within days or weeks. Some may go on for months and even 
years. News managers have to stay on top of all of them, but 
the long-haul stories are among the most challenging and 
stressful.
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Covid-19 is still in the news, so news managers can’t do a 
final audit of how their news team covered the story. However, 
it’s probably a good time to audit what they’ve done so far. 
Think of it as a “midterm” audit.

News managers, think through all of the coverage your team 
has done about Covid. If you manage a local news outlet, look 
at how your journalists reported about the impact of Covid on 
people, businesses, medical facilities, schools, etc. Did they 
follow the money? Did they follow the people? Did they follow 
the science? Were your journalists curious, skeptical, 
objective, and accurate? Did your team emphasize logic and 
reason in its overall coverage? Did the team correct any 
errors in their news stories? Were they responsive to public 
feedback — positive and negative? What grade would you 
give your news team? Have you debriefed team members 
about Covid coverage on a regular basis? Will you share with 
them what you find from a “midterm” audit of their work? Will 
you lead them in how to cover Covid better?
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I would ask the same questions of managers of large 
newspapers and networks. Your responsibility is even greater 
than local news outlets because you reach so many more 
people. Think through the big stories of the last two+ years 
and how your team has reported them. Did you correct errors 
quickly so the maximum number of people would know 
something they had seen, heard or read earlier was wrong? 
Have you kept your team’s coverage objective and accurate? 
Have you helped guide your journalists through any biases 
they have about Covid? How about any biases from upper 
management? How have you responded to pressure to report 
Covid stories in a particular way? How about pressure not to 
report stories that you know should be reported? How have 
you responded to positive and negative reaction from the 
public to your team’s reporting of Covid? What grade would 
you give your news team? Have you debriefed team members 
about Covid coverage? Will you share what you find from a 
“midterm” audit of their work?
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Journalists and managers don’t need to be embarrassed 
about correcting errors in coverage. As I mentioned at the top 
of this newsletter, journalists are human and make mistakes. 
The right thing to do is to do the right thing. If you make a 
mistake in coverage, make it right. Correct it as quickly as you 
can. If your company has a corrections policy, use it. If your 
company does not have a corrections policy, here are some 
you can look at to write one for your team —

American Press Institute

CBS News

Chicago Tribune

International Journalists’ Network

Los Angeles Times

Society of Professional Journalists

New York Times

Washington Post

https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/strategy-studies/digital-corrections/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/e-mailbag-how-does-cbs-news-handle-corrections/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/chi-report-an-error-htmlstory.html
https://ijnet.org/en/story/how-make-corrections-published-stories
https://www.latimes.com/la-times-ethics-guidelines-story.html
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
https://www.nytimes.com/editorial-standards/ethical-journalism.html#introductionAndPurpose
https://www.washingtonpost.com/policies-and-standards/#corrections


Correcting Covid Coverage  of 13 15

Why Correct? 

Why correct errors in news stories? I can think of at least 
three good reasons —

• It’s the right thing to do
• It’s how journalists can protect the truthfulness of every 

story
• News consumers need to know the truth

According to a report from the Reuters Institute for the Study 
of Journalism at Oxford, the United States ranks last in media 
trust among 92-thousand news consumers surveyed in 46 
countries. That report was from just a year ago. How bad 
were the numbers? Trust in the United States news media 
was only 29%. Compare that to Finland’s news media that 
had 65% trust from news consumers. Canada’s trust level 
was 45% — Brazil’s was 54%.

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021
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News managers in the United States have a lot of work ahead 
of them. They need to emphasize “best practices” for their 
news teams. Correcting news stories is an important part of 
journalism’s best practices. At a time when trust in the media 
is so low, it’s up to journalists and their managers to change 
course. How soon should they begin their course correction? 

Now would be an excellent time.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
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