
Grading Covid Coverage  of 1 31

Grading Covid Coverage

Lessons From Covering A Pandemic

By

Mark McGee



Grading Covid Coverage  of 2 31



Grading Covid Coverage  of 3 31

Hopefully, we learned a lot in a recent newsletter 

about the importance of debriefing and auditing 

journalists for their coverage of news stories, 

especial ly those that are complex and/or 

controversial. An audit is a method of seeing 

whether journalists followed company guidelines and 

the law in covering stories. A forensic auditor will 

look at every step in the process of how a journalist 

covered a story. That includes looking through their 

notes, scripts, audio and video tape, and often re-

interviewing sources for the story.

I am using the Covid-19 story as an example of how 

a forensic audit might work. Based on what you saw 

in the media, how would you grade journalists for 

their coverage of Covid-19 for the past two-and-a-

half years? How would I grade them?

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/pass-or-fail-grading-covid-coverage
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I put my former news manager hat on at the beginning of 
Covid coverage to see how local and national press/media 
would cover the pandemic. Based on what I was able to 
watch, hear, and read, here are my grades:

• Local news outlets — B for Basic 
• National news outlets — D for Disappointing. 

I was able to watch local TV stations in several countries 
thanks to the Internet. The same goes for local newspapers 
and local online media. I readily admit that I wasn’t able to see 
or read everything broadcast or printed around the world 
every day, but I spent a lot of time analyzing the coverage I 
could access.

I saw that local news outlets (e.g. TV stations, radio stations, 
newspapers, online) often followed the lead of their affiliation 
(e.g. network, news service), unless they were not affiliated 
with any national news group. Local outlets often led with 
national coverage from their network or news service. They 
would follow with some local coverage, often on the same 
topic as the national group. That was certainly understandable 
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in the early days of the pandemic. However, as the weeks 
turned into months, and the months into years, I noticed that 
news about the pandemic from local outlets rarely 
contradicted affiliate national coverage or was investigative in 
nature. I think many local news outlets missed an opportunity 
to be both independent and investigative in their overall 
coverage. Original reporting from local outlets would have 
been helpful to their audience.

As for national and international news outlets, I graded them 
much lower — D for disappointing. As the weeks and months 
went by, news coverage seemed to move in two primary 
directions as networks and newspapers chose sides. 
Depending on which side they chose, the content, wording, 
and analysis were often similar, if not identical, to what other 
outlets on the same side were reporting. That was true for 
both sides.
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I compared the wording of Covid stories from as many as 
20-30 news outlets every day, and much of what was said and 
written seemed almost scripted — as if reporters and anchors 
were reading from a script or “talking points” that had been 
sent around to various news groups. As an independent-
minded investigative reporter and manager, I found that 
strange and even disheartening. Where was the original 
thinking and reporting? Original reporting comes from original 
thinking and that seemed lacking in some of the Covid 
coverage I watched and read.

I was also disappointed with the questions reporters asked 
during live news conferences. Their questions often lacked 
curiosity and skepticism. Watching their live reports after news 
conferences demonstrated the same thing. The reporting was 
often one-sided — meaning they didn’t report things that were 
said in news conferences that would have challenged their 
reported statements. I had personally seen other perspectives 
presented during news conferences, but those were often left 
out of the live reports. Their reporting often lacked objectivity 
and accuracy. That was true for both sides. Someone who 
watched a news conference, then watched or read a 
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journalist’s coverage of the news coverage, might wonder why 
journalists would report information that was either one-sided 
or even untrue.

That is not my personal opinion. Rather, it is based on the 
process of an in-depth review of Covid coverage as I outlined 
in a previous newsletter. Everyone has an opinion and is 
welcome to it. However, opinion is not how journalists should 
report news or evaluate themselves professionally. A 
journalist’s job is to find the truth of every story and report it 
accurately and objectively. What matters is the truth. Agreed?

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/pass-or-fail-grading-covid-coverage
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Okay, time for some Q&A about covering complex stories, 
especially stories that continue over a long period of time. 
Journalists and news consumers can do the same thing, and 
so I hope this is helpful to you.

Q: Why such a low grade for journalists covering Covid-19?

A: My purpose in this particular newsletter is to do more than 
just give journalists a grade for how they covered Covid-19. 
My hope is that journalists learn from what they did right, what 
they did wrong, and how they can do better in the future. 
There will be future pandemics to cover, so now’s a good time 
to get ready to cover them.
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Q: Why do you believe there will be future pandemics?

A: I believe there will be future pandemics because of the long 
history of pandemics throughout human history, plus the 
World Health Organization has already predicted that there 
are more pandemics to come in the future. President Biden 
recently said there would be another pandemic and asked for 
more government funding to prepare for it. I would say the 
prediction of future pandemics is on pretty solid ground.

Q: Why did you think the virus outbreak in China in December 
2019 would be a big story that would impact the world and not 
just China?

A: I thought that because of China’s long history with virus 
outbreaks. I’ve been a journalist long enough to remember 
covering the Hong Kong Flu of 1968. I was a young journalist 
and reported about the deaths of millions of people around 
the world from 1968 - 1970. The pandemic came from a virus 
known as A subtype H3N2. Some health officials believed the 
1968 flu evolved from A subtype H2N2 that was responsible 
for the 1957 flu pandemic. I was a child at the time of that 
outbreak, but remember people’s concerns about it. It 

https://www.businessinsider.com/who-chief-warns-covid-19-wont-be-worlds-last-pandemic-2020-12
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2022-06-22/biden-says-there-will-be-another-pandemic-video


Grading Covid Coverage  of 10 31

continued through early 1958 and killed almost 700-thousand 
people in the United States — mostly elderly. My grandmother 
lived with us at that time, so her health was a concern.

Investigators believed H2N2 also originated in China. 
However, many people who had been exposed to the 1957 flu 
virus still had some immunity to the 1968 flu virus, which 
minimized the number of deaths worldwide. One of the 
reasons the virus arrived in the United States so quickly was 
because of the members of U.S. military returning from 
Vietnam. The Hong Kong virus had spread quickly from China 
to Vietnam. Interestingly, the H3N2 virus of 1968 is still in 
circulation today.

Another flu pandemic involving China was the Russian Flu of 
1977. Though Russia was first to report the virus outbreak, 
investigators discovered that the same virus had been found 
in China about the same time. The virus was an H1N1 strain 
believed to have begun in northeastern China. It spread 
quickly to Russia, then around the world.
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My grandparents remembered the Asiatic Flu of 1889-90 (also 
known as the Russian Fu) that killed a million people 
worldwide. Researchers later discovered it was Influenza A 
virus subtype H2N2.

I studied the history of pandemics for a book I researched and 
wrote between 2004 and 2007 (A History of Man’s Quest for 
Immortality), and so I discovered that there had been scores 
of pandemics and epidemics throughout human history. I also 
found that many of the deadliest illnesses in history had 
originated in China. One of the worst was the Black Death 
Plague of the 14th century AD that killed at least 25-million 
people in Europe alone. An estimated 75-200 million people 
died in Eurasia, North Africa, and Europe from the Bubonic 
plague that originated in China.

I was still in television news when SARS-CoV was first 
detected in 2002 in southern China. H5N1 was also an issue 
just before I retired from television news in 2009. That virus 
also originated in China. There have been other viruses since 
2009, but I’ll stop there for now.

https://www.amazon.com/History-Mans-Quest-Immortality/dp/1933580364/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2KD2OMKFZ959X&keywords=history+of+man%27s+quest+for+immortality&qid=1649534050&sprefix=history+of+man%27s+quest+for+immorality%2Caps%2C127&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/History-Mans-Quest-Immortality/dp/1933580364/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2KD2OMKFZ959X&keywords=history+of+man%27s+quest+for+immortality&qid=1649534050&sprefix=history+of+man%27s+quest+for+immorality%2Caps%2C127&sr=8-1
https://www.britannica.com/event/Black-Death/Cause-and-outbreak
https://www.britannica.com/event/Black-Death/Cause-and-outbreak
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My primary point is that journalists should have known, or 
should have quickly learned in January 2020, that China has 
a long history with deadly viruses that spread outside its 
country. I believed this novel coronavirus was going to 
become a BIG story based on China’s previous history with 
viruses that impacted the world. I believe journalists should be 
students of history — all types of history. Knowing what has 
come before will prepare you as a journalist for what is yet to 
come. It also helps with asking the right questions at the 
beginning of a big story. History tends to repeat itself, so study 
history carefully. It will prepare you for future news coverage.

Q: What about coverage concerning social distancing, 
wearing face masks, therapeutics, vaccines, etc?

A: That was another disappointment. Medical science has a 
long history, but I rarely found journalists reviewing what 
knowledge had come before Covid-19. Medical experts who 
agreed with long-established scientific findings at the 
beginning of the pandemic often changed their answers to the 
same questions days later. Unfortunately, many journalists 
didn’t question the expert’s change. How could something be 
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true one day, then not true a few days later? That raises the 
question again about journalistic curiosity and skepticism. 
Journalists are usually not medical experts, but they have a 
right — and might I add a duty — to question experts who 
change their answer to questions just days after being asked 
the same question. Why would they do that? They might have 
a good reason, but the journalist should ask the question, 
then interview other health experts to see if the medical 
community agrees with them. Journalists should always look 
for opposing points of view to make sure their reporting is 
objective and accurate. I didn’t see or read national journalists 
doing that very often, which was another disappointment.

I also wondered why few national or local news outlets 
reported about the history of vaccines and the companies 
involved in Operation Warp Speed. Some of the companies 
have a history of large government fines due to corruption 
with previous medications (read previous coverage here). 
Also, some governments would not allow therapeutics that 
had been used safely for decades to be used to treat 
Covid-19 prior to vaccine availability. Why not? Journalists 
have a responsibility during a health emergency to be a check 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/follow-the-science
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on government actions to ensure against abuses. News 
consumers depend on the reporting of journalists to 
understand what their government is doing when it enacts 
emergency measures that override local and national laws.

National networks and newspapers often used only those 
medical experts who agreed with each other. As coverage 
continued into 2020, 2021, and now 2022, it appeared that the 
national news media was taking one side or the other through 
the medical experts they interviewed. It’s always good to get 
second and even third expert opinions about important 
medical/health issues. Gathering and reporting different 
perspectives about news stories is not a negative thing for 
journalists to do. In fact, that’s exactly what journalists should 
do. Report all sides of a story — every time you report about 
the story.
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Journalists should never take sides about any story. The fact 
that so many journalists and news outlets did take sides 
during Covid coverage has been a big disappointment. 
Someone in management should have dealt with that early in 
coverage and reminded their journalists about the basics of 
news coverage.

Q: What should journalists do when they hear about a 
potentially big story?

A: Take lots of notes. By that I mean journalists should make 
lots of observations and put them in writing. Those include 
words, names, dates, places, etc. Journalists should also 
write down their questions for coverage — Who, What, 
Where, When, Why, and How. You know, the basic stuff of 
journalism. I realized early in my career as a journalist that I 
needed good notes to ensure fairness and accuracy in every 
story I covered. I kept notebooks filled with my notes for 
years, even decades, in case I needed to refresh my memory 
about what people had said or done.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/journalists-and-objectivity
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/journalists-and-objectivity
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Many of the journalists I saw, read, and heard also didn’t 
follow the money, the people, or the science. If they had, they 
would have known a lot more than they did and known it 
sooner. We kept hearing people in government and the 
medical community say, “follow the science,” but many 
journalists didn’t do that. That means many news consumers 
didn’t as well.

Journalists need to remember the immense responsibility they 
have. Millions of people believe what journalists tell them. If 
journalists do their jobs well, news consumers learn the truth. 
If journalists don’t do their jobs well, news consumers don’t 
learn the truth or have to find it somewhere else. People often 
make life-altering decisions based on what they see on 
television, hear on the radio, or read in newspapers and 
online. [They also believe much of what they read on social 
media, but that’s a topic for a future newsletter.]

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/follow-the-money
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/follow-the-people
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/follow-the-science
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Are You?

It shouldn’t surprise any of us that powerful people in 
governments and medical industries around the world might 
lie to protect themselves and put more taxpayer money in 
their pockets. History demonstrates that many have lied to 
and taken advantage of citizens. Keep in mind how much 
money is involved — billions and even trillions of dollars. That 
can be a strong motive to mislead the public.

Remember the first two basics of what makes a trusted 
journalist?

• Be Curious
• Be Skeptical

As I watched the events of Covid-19 unfold during the last 
two-and-a-half years, I continually wondered why journalists 
were not more curious, and especially why they weren’t more 
skeptical of what government and health officials were saying 
and doing.
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Are You Curious? 

Think back over the last two-and-a-half years of covering 
Covid-19 news as a journalist. How curious have you been 
about the virus outbreak and everything that has happened 
because of it? Any story that continues as long as Covid-19 
has means it has gone through different stages or phases.

• Beginning Phase — usually the first several weeks of a 
story

• Middle Phase — usually the next several weeks, months 
or even years of a story as news about the subject 
continues to build and grow

• End Phase — usually the last few weeks or months as a 
story comes to an end

Which phase do you think we’re in with Covid coverage? If 
you said Middle Phase, I agree with you. Even though we’re 
at the two-and-a-half year mark of covering Covid-19, the 
story is not even close to coming to an end. Lockdowns and 
mandates (e.g. masking, vaccinations) continue around the 
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world. Warnings of variants and sub-variants of the virus 
continue to dominate the news. Many public health officials 
and medical practitioners still disagree about the best way to 
treat people who test positive for the virus. It appears we’re a 
long way from the end phase of Covid coverage.

Here’s something I wrote about the importance of journalist 
curiosity several months ago —

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.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-two?s=w
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-two?s=w
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Whether your personal coverage area as a journalist is a city, 
a few counties, or several countries, you can use your 
curiosity to find stories that your viewers, listeners, or readers 
will find important and helpful.
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Are You Skeptical? 

Here’s one paragraph from the newsletter I wrote about 
journalists being skeptical —

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 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-three?s=w
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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.

Some people may not like being called a “skeptic,” but I do. 
I’m skeptical about most everything at first and there are good 
reasons for that. Journalists should be skeptical about every 
story they cover from the beginning for at least two reasons —

1. Skepticism is a protective shield for a journalist. It helps 
them determine truth from lies. It protects them from 
trusting the wrong people and believing the wrong 
information. Powerful and guilty people will often try to 
pull journalists into their “trusted circle” and pretend they 
appreciate what reporters are doing. The shield of 
skepticism will sound alarm bells when that happens and 
keep you from falling into the trap of liars and deceivers.
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2. Skepticism gives journalists a strong foundation from 
which to investigate any story honestly and fairly. If a 
journalist begins every story from a position of skeptical 
neutrality, the chances of them getting through the lies 
and deceptions of powerful and often guilty people go 
way up. Skepticism becomes your own personal B.S. 
detector — a wonderful thing to have as a journalist. 

Like many of you, I followed the unfolding story of what 
Chinese public health officials initially called Wuhan-Hu-1 in 
December, 2019. The next month, in January 2020, the 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) called the novel 
coronavirus 2019-nCOV. The U.S. Secretary of Health and 
Human Services called it the SARS-CoV-2 virus and declared 
a public health emergency on January 31st.

Even if journalists used the medical names the Chinese and 
U.S. health officials gave the virus, the public chose at first to 
call it “the coronavirus” or just “corona” for short. However, the 
name Covid-19 soon became the most used.
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For journalists assigned to cover any story, names and dates 
matter. It’s important during and after coverage, especially if 
managers debrief you or do a forensic audit on your story. It’s 
also good to be skeptical about what you are told and what 
you hear. Much of the initial information about the virus 
outbreak came from Chinese health officials, World Health 
Organization officials, and Centers for Disease Control 
officials. Were you skeptical about what they said?

Skepticism is not the same thing as denial. A skeptic will 
believe something is true once they are assured of the truth. A 
denier won’t. A denier will continue to deny the truth even 
when it’s clear that the truth has been found. Journalists 
should be skeptics, but not deniers.

Being skeptical changes your approach to a news story. 
Instead of just writing down what people say, you ask probing 
questions. I can tell you from years of experience that 
powerful and guilty people do not like probing questions. The 
way they respond to probing questions is a way to see how 
open or closed they are to being truthful about a story. Listen 
to how they answer, but also watch their body language as 
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they listen to your question and then answer. Body language 
is “the process of communicating nonverbally through 
conscious or unconscious gestures and movements” (Oxford 
Languages). People often have physical “tells” that they are 
lying or misleading when they speak or are asked probing 
questions.

I highly recommend that journalists learn how to read body 
language during interviews and other types of news coverage 
(including eyes, voice, posture, facial expressions, physical 
gestures, and changes in body positions). You can take a 
course, watch videos, read books, or spend time with 
someone who knows how to do it well. Crime investigators 
are often good sources for learning how to read body 
language. The way a person looks, speaks, or moves is often 
more insightful than what they say.
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The Speed of Time 

Time moves quickly in the world of a “developing news story.” 
If the story is big enough, news managers assign multiple 
journalists to cover it. That means lots of moving parts that 
have to be managed carefully and continually by those 
managers.
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For news managers who care about covering news correctly, I 
challenge you to audit your news team’s coverage. You can 
do that whether your coverage area is local, regional, state, 
national, or international. Gather up all the reporter notes, 
management meeting notes, producer and anchor scripts, 
video or audio tapes (raw and edited), and audit how well your 
team did in covering the first month of Covid coverage. Give 
your team a grade — pass or fail.

Then do the same thing again for every month since then. 
Look at every piece of paper, every internal conversation, 
every piece of video and audio, every published article, every 
newscast, and audit your team. Give your team a grade — 
pass or fail.

Everyone makes mistakes and we can learn from our 
mistakes. What’s not okay is not learning from our mistakes. 
What’s even worse is knowing we’re doing something wrong, 
but continuing to do it the same way. Why would anyone do 
that? Especially a journalist and a journalistic organization?

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/pass-or-fail-grading-covid-coverage
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Remember that there are three ways of dealing with 
information —

• Confirmed Information
• Misinformation
• Disinformation

You can read more about that in an earlier newsletter.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/information-mis-or-dis?s=w
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More Than Covid 

These rules/principles of journalism apply to more than 
coverage of Covid-19. Think about the big stories journalists 
are covering right now — wars, threats of war, inflation, gas 
prices, food prices, political campaigns, climate change, 
immigration, drugs, crime, mass shootings, sexual identity, 
etc. News consumers want to know the truth about all of 
them. Using all of the tools in the journalist’s tool belt will help 
you gather, confirm, and report the truth of each story you 
cover. That will go a long way to improving public trust in the 
news media in addition to helping people make important 
decisions for their families, communities and countries.
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