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[I wrote this article several weeks before Congress 

passed the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022. I’ll share 

thoughts about how journalists can cover the impact 

of IRA 2022 in another eBook.]
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Inflation is one of the biggest stories journalists are covering 
in 2022. We all know that inflation is at a 40-year high. Here’s 
a headline from June 10, 2022 —

• U.S. Inflation Rate Reaches 8.6% in May, a 40-Year 
High, Pushing Wages Up — Bigger, more frequent pay 
raises fail to keep pace with rising prices (CEBS)

The International Monetary Fund explains inflation this way —

Inflation is the rate of increase in prices over a given 
period of time. Inflation is typically a broad measure, 
such as the overall increase in prices or the increase 
in the cost of living in a country. But it can also be 
more narrowly calculated—for example, for certain 
goods, such as food, or for services, such as school 
tuition. Whatever the context, inflation represents how 
much more expensive the relevant set of goods and/or 
services has become over a certain period, most 
commonly a year. IFM.org



Journalism Reporting About Inflation  of 5 17

We have this July 13, 2022 report from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics —

In June, the Consumer Price Index for All Urban 
Consumers rose 1.3 percent, seasonally adjusted, and 
rose 9.1 percent over the last 12 months, not 
seasonally adjusted. The index for all items less food 
and energy increased 0.7 percent in June (SA); up 5.9 
percent over the year (NSA).

[The United States has often revised the way the Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) is determined. Some economists believe the 
true inflation rate is much higher now than it was 40 years ago 
when revisions are considered. I’ve linked to some historical 
and analytical information for you at the end of this article.]

Trading Economics pulled from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics for this June 2022 report —

The annual inflation rate in the US accelerated to 9.1% in 
June of 2022, the highest since November of 1981, 
from 8.6% in May and above market forecasts of 
8.8%. Energy prices rose 41.6%, the most since April 
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1980, boosted by gasoline (59.9%, the largest 
increase since March 1980), fuel oil (98.5%), electricity 
(13.7%, the largest increase since April 2006), and 
natural gas (38.4%, the largest increase since October 
2005). Food costs surged 10.4%, the most since 
February 1981, with food at home jumping 12.2%, the 
most since April 1979. Prices also increased 
significantly for shelter (5.6%, the most since February 
1991), household furnishings and operations (9.5%), 
new vehicles (11.4%), used cars and trucks (1.7%), 
and airline fares (34.1%). Core CPI which excludes 
food and energy increased 5.9%, slightly below 6% in 
May, but above forecasts of 5.7%.

The Economics Daily wrote this on June 14, 2022 —

From May 2021 to May 2022, the Consumer Price Index 
for All Urban Consumers increased 8.6 percent, the 
largest 12-month increase since the period ending 
December 1981.
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Here’s a recent article from CNN (July 19, 2022) —

A new CNN poll, conducted by SSRS and published 
Monday, showed that 75% of Americans see inflation 
as their top economic concern but only 25% of them 
approve of Biden's efforts to tame it. This represents a 
staggering repudiation of a President on an issue that 
is causing considerable pain for most families and 
figures to be the dominant issue in November's 
midterm elections.

These numbers help explain why inflation -- a gut punch 
that afflicts most voters directly, even more than job 
losses in most recessions -- is universally feared by 
elected officials. The plunge in confidence in Biden's 
leadership may also reflect his administration's blasé 
assurances last year that inflation was not a long-term 
concern, contradicting warnings of experts like former 
Democratic Treasury Secretary Larry Summers.
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The reason I’m writing this special edition article is to share 
some ideas with journalists about how they can help their 
readers, listeners, and viewers through some pretty tough 
times. Economic experts tell us high inflation may be with us 
for a long time to come, so how can that be good news for 
news consumers? History may be a good place to begin.
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Inflation History 

We know that inflation was relatively low until last year —

• 2019 — Annual inflation rate of 2.3%
• 2020 — Annual inflation rate of 1.4%
• 2021 — Annual inflation rate of 7%
• 2022 — Annual inflation rate of 9.1% (so far)

[Source: US Inflation Calculator]

I think it’s important that we put our current inflation rate into 
an historical perspective. The fact that inflation is at “a 40-
Year High” means that there are decades of supporting 
documents to research. That means tens of millions of people 
who are still alive lived through something similar to what’s 
happening now. Have you talked with them about their 
experience? That might be a good way to help younger 
people understand the past and their own future.

https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/inflation/current-inflation-rates/
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The history of inflation rates in the United States often shows 
a correlation between local and world events and the cost of 
goods and services. Here’s a quick look at the last 100+ years 
of inflation history in the U.S.

• 1914 & 1915 - 1% inflation (beginning of World War I)
• 1916 - 7.9% 
• 1917 - 17.4% (United States declares war against 

Germany)
• 1918 - 18% (Spanish Flu Pandemic began in February 

1918 .. World War I ended in November 1918)
• 1919 - 14.6% (Pandemic continued)
• 1920 - 15.6% (Pandemic ended .. 675-thousand dead in 

U.S. .. tens of millions dead around the world)
• 1921 - -10.5% (beginning of deflation) 

Inflation rates in the 1920s and 30s were in the minus 
category up to 2.5% at the highest (1925). Interestingly, the 
stock market crash of 1929 moved the inflation needle down 
into the minus numbers (deflation) for several years (including 
the Great Depression). That’s interesting to note since 
millions of Americans were put out of work (25% 
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unemployment) and had a tough time putting food on the 
table — even though inflation was extremely low. Many 
people went into the military or worked in government jobs 
programs (e.g. WPA, CCC).

It’s important to remember that economics is more 
complicated than just rising inflation numbers. The Consumer 
Price Index and the Wholesale Price Index are important to 
understand. So is money supply, national debt, and 
employment/unemployment rates. {CPI link Labor Statistics]}

Some economists blamed government intervention for what 
happened in the 1930s. Some economists are blaming 
government intervention again for what’s happening now. Is 
that true? If so, report it. Be curious, skeptical, objective, and 
accurate in your reporting. Find economic experts who 
understand what’s happening and why. Report a variety of 
views and you may help news consumers better understand 
their current situation.



Journalism Reporting About Inflation  of 12 17

Inflation exploded upwards when the U.S. entered World War 
II. The inflation rate in 1940 was 0.7%, and 1.4% at the 
beginning of 1941. However, the rate began to climb during 
the summer months and reached 10% by the end of the year 
when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. The average inflation rate 
for 1941 was 5%. Here’s what happened after that —

• 1942 - 10.9% (first full year of U.S. involvement in World 
War II)

• 1943 - 6.1% (World War II continues)
• 1944 - 1.7% (World War II continues)
• 1945 - 2.3% (World War II ended with Japan’s surrender 

in September 1945)
• 1946 - 8.3% (Reconstruction of Europe, Japan, and other 

countries began)
• 1947 - 14.4% (Reconstruction continued)
• 1948 - 8.1% (Reconstruction continued)
• 1949 - -1.2% (deflation)
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Inflation stayed in the low range for most of the 1950s and 
1960s. I was born in the late 1940s, so my childhood and 
early adult years were a time of low inflation. GI’s returning 
from war were able to finish college, get married, start 
families, buy houses, get well-paying jobs, take vacations — 
basically live a pretty good life.

That began to change in the late 1960s and throughout the 
1970s, which led to the “more than 40-year high” phrase 
many economists are using now. Understanding what led up 
to that time frame may be helpful to you as a journalist as you 
explain it to your readers, listeners, and viewers. Watch how 
inflation rates in the 1970s led to the top rate in 1980 — 

[Remember to look for other economic indicators as you 
report these numbers.]

• 1970 - 5.7%
• 1971 - 4.4%
• 1972 - 3.2%
• 1973 - 6.2%
• 1974 - 11.0%
• 1975 - 9.1%
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• 1976 - 5.8%
• 1977 - 6.5%
• 1978 - 7.6%
• 1979 - 11.3%
• 1980 - 13.5%
• 1981 - 10.3%
• 1982 - 6.2%
• 1983 - 3.2%
• 1984 - 4.3%
• 1985 - 3.6%
• 1986 - 1.9%

Living in the 1970s and early 80s was tough on families. 
Buying a house was not possible for many people — same for 
a new car or taking a vacation. Many dads and moms worked 
two or three extra jobs just to pay the rent, put food on the 
table, clothes on their children, and gasoline in the car. Sound 
familiar to what many families are experiencing now? How did 
families get through tough times years ago? Any tips they 
might have for today’s younger families? Sounds like a good 
story to me.
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Help and Hope 

The job of a journalist is to gather, confirm, and report the 
news. I also think journalists can and should include 
information that can help news consumers. We used to call it 
“News You Can Use” in the 80s and 90s. The news media 
often included stories that looked at how listeners, viewers, 
and readers could stretch their dollars. Many stations and 
newspapers also promoted food and clothing drives to help 
families during tough times. Some worked with local gasoline 
stations to promote specials on prices at the pump.

As a journalist, what kinds of stories can you think of that 
might be of practical help to news consumers? It’s easy to tell 
people how bad things are now and how much worse things 
may get, but is there something else you can report that might 
help them get through high inflation and rising prices?

Journalists have a responsibility to report the news and an 
opportunity to help readers, listeners, and viewers understand 
how to use what they learn.
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Resources for Journalists 

One hundred years of price change: the Consumer Price 
Index and the American inflation experience (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics)

Chronology of changes in the Consumer Price Index (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics)

Why Is the Consumer Price Index Controversial? 
(Investopedia)

https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2014/article/one-hundred-years-of-price-change-the-consumer-price-index-and-the-american-inflation-experience.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2014/article/one-hundred-years-of-price-change-the-consumer-price-index-and-the-american-inflation-experience.htm
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/additional-resources/historical-changes.htm
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/07/consumerpriceindex.asp


Journalism Reporting About Inflation  of 17 17

1960s Radio News, © Mark McGee 

© Mark McGee and GraceLife, 1990-2022

https://cdn.substack.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fbucketeer-e05bbc84-baa3-437e-9518-adb32be77984.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F573b0f6d-3fa5-4f42-99f2-3878bc64490a_590x384.jpeg

