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The Great Divide 

The press and the public it serves are at a crossroads in the 
United States and many other countries around the world. 
Based on recent polling by Gallup, Pew, and other major 
researchers, the divide between news providers and news 
consumers is as wide as it’s ever been in modern history. The 
divide is a huge “trust” gap. However, there is some good 
news.

The majority of news consumers don’t trust journalists to 
report news accurately and fairly, but believe some level of 
confidence can be restored.

https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2020/08/31/americans-see-skepticism-of-news-media-as-healthy-say-public-trust-in-the-institution-can-improve/pj_2020-08-31_trust-in-news-media_0-01/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2020/08/31/americans-see-skepticism-of-news-media-as-healthy-say-public-trust-in-the-institution-can-improve/pj_2020-08-31_trust-in-news-media_0-01/
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Here are some questions I believe journalists and managers 
should be asking themselves right now based on Pew 
Research —

• Can journalism change?
• Can journalists change?
• Can producers and editors change?
• Can managers change?
• Can publishers and media owners change?
• Should press or public make the first move toward 

change?

I’ll answer the last question first. It is the responsibility of the 
press to serve the public, so the press should make the first 
move. The press should demonstrate a commitment to real 
journalism — telling the truth in every story without bias or 
opinion. The public will often respond positively to positive 
change.
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Based on that answer, my answer to the rest of the questions 
is a firm — “maybe.” I say that because journalism can only 
change when journalists change. When will that happen? 
When publishers, media owners, and news managers 
change. When will that happen? I’m hoping soon. It is way 
past time for change.

Change in relationships often happens when there’s no other 
choice. The vast majority of news consumers have expressed 
their serious disapproval of how journalists are doing their job. 
The trust is gone — much like in other types of relationships 
that go bad. How can journalists rebuild the trust? Here are 
six ideas —

https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
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1. Desire to change
2. Develop relationships rather than products
3. Tell nothing but the truth
4. Be open and honest
5. Live outside the bubble
6. Control personal social media
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Desire to Change 

The first step for journalists is to have a desire to change. 
That includes managers, publishers, and media owners. 
Relationship changes rarely take place unless everyone 
involved wants change. Journalists and their employers 
should take a long look inside themselves and determine if 
they want to earn public trust. If they don’t want or don’t care 
to rebuild trust, then they won’t do what is necessary. 
However, if they do want to rebuild trust they will do whatever 
it takes to make that happen.

I believe this first step is probably the most important step. 
People in relationships want authenticity — which means 
being genuine. Journalists must be ready to be genuine — 
authentic — in everything they do.
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Develop Relationships Rather Than Products 

The second step for journalists is to see what they do every 
day as a relationship rather than a product. Another way to 
say that is that it is personal rather than impersonal.

If journalists think about the public impersonally, they will view 
journalism as producing a product for market. Ratings 
become more important than relationships.

However, if journalists think about serving the public 
personally, they will view journalism as a service. 
Relationships will be most important — and ratings often 
follow solid relationships between journalists and news 
consumers. That’s a win-win.
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Tell Nothing But The Truth 

The third step for journalists is to tell the truth and nothing but 
the truth. That means telling the truth all the time. Consistency 
is vital in improving a relationship.

Journalists can’t rebuild trust by telling the truth from time to 
time or for a short time. Journalists must always tell the truth 
about every story they cover — all the time — without fail.
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Be Open and Honest 

The fourth step for journalists is to be completely open and 
honest about how they cover news. That means transparency 
in how journalists and their managers choose which stories to 
cover, how they keep personal bias out of news selection and 
coverage, and how management supports or curtails truthful 
coverage of the news.

I recommend that every radio and television station, every 
network, and every print and online publication give some 
time (space) to showing/telling news consumers how they 
cover news. It could be a daily report, weekly report, special 
segment, or series. The important thing is to do something 
that helps news consumers understand how journalism is 
working openly and honestly for the public good — rather than 
for the good of the press.
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Here are some ideas for special segments or series about 
press transparency —

• How news stories are chosen
• How news stories are covered
• How bias is removed from the news coverage process
• How journalists cover a story
• How journalists find sources
• How journalists balance coverage so all sides of a story 

are given a fair hearing
• How news managers reveal to the public that a story 

contains opinion — when, why and how do they do that
• How producers and editors determine which stories are 

included in a newscast or publication and which stories 
are left out of a newscast or publication — and why some 
stories get more time (space) and attention than other 
stories in a newscast or publication

• How producers and editors write headlines, teases, lower 
thirds, and other graphics for a newscast or publication

• How news managers guide journalists, producers, and 
editors in doing their jobs — and how they hold them 
accountable for doing the job openly and honestly
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• How journalists correct errors in stories — including the 
station, network, or publication standards for corrections

• How news managers deal with pressure from upper 
management, advertisers, special interests, government 
officials, etc. 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Live Outside The Bubble 

One of the big concerns of news consumers is that journalists 
don’t live like them. They see journalists as living inside a 
bubble that doesn't help them understand what real life is like.

One of the joys of being a journalist and news manager for 
me was being part of the community. My family lived modestly 
and we were involved in church, school, athletics, and other 
community events. We also had many friends who did not 
work in the news media. It was a great way to live life, and it 
helped us stay connected to what people faced in their lives.

We also lived in communities that had a mix of ethnicities and 
incomes. We also had the experience of living in an area 
where we were in the minority racially. All of those 
experiences helped me as a journalist. I felt comfortable going 
anywhere and talking with anyone about anything because I 
lived “outside the bubble.”

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/what-do-journalists-think-about-the
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/what-do-journalists-think-about-the
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Journalists who find themselves living inside the bubble need 
to find ways to get out of the bubble to see how other people 
live and work. That’s an important part of building 
relationships and rebuilding trust.
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Control Personal Social Media 

Some journalists are doing themselves, and their employers, 
no favors on social media. They post inappropriate and even 
hurtful/hateful comments on their personal social media 
channels (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
YouTube, TikTok). These journalists may have built a following 
of people who agree with their personal opinions, but the 
public can see what the journalists really believe and that can 
cause serious trust issues with their news coverage. It’s 
similar to someone telling their spouse how much they love 
them, then posting on social media that they can’t stand living 
with their husband or wife. How does that develop trust? It 
doesn’t.
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Journalists need to control themselves on their personal 
social media accounts. If they can’t or won’t do that, I 
recommend they either delete their account or take a long 
break from posting and commenting until they gain some 
control over their biases.

I also recommend that managers watch what their journalists 
are posting and commenting on social media and bring them 
in for a “talk” before things get out of control.

Another part of the social media fallout for journalists is that 
the public, including other journalists, can quote what they 
posted. They can even take screen shots of the offending 
posts or comments and share that online or in print or on 
television. That plants seeds of distrust in the public’s mind 
and helps it grow over time. Journalists need to be cautious 
about what they post and comment online. It can come back 
to bite them and their employers.
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The Role of News Consumers 

Journalists and news consumers both have a lot of work to do 
to rebuild trust in journalism. I’ve spent most of this newsletter 
addressing journalists, so let me turn to news consumers (the 
public) with a few suggestions.

News consumers are also responsible for some of the 
problems we see between the public and the press. Why do I 
say that? Because many members of the public are not 
familiar with the history of their country. Many people in the 
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United States know little about the Constitution and Bill of 
Rights. Ask people to name the five freedoms mentioned in 
the First Amendment to the Constitution and you’ll often get a 
blank stare. If people want to enjoy the freedoms of their 
country, they need to know what they are and something of 
the history behind them.

Another thing news consumers can do is learn more about 
what journalists do and how the news media functions. 
Knowing what journalists do, and should do, can go a long 
way toward understanding the important role they play. Call 
your local TV stations, radio stations, and newspapers, and 
ask for a tour of the facilities. Stop and talk with reporters, 
producers, and managers. Ask good questions and share 
your ideas with them.

News consumers need to take a more active role in 
communicating with local journalists — especially those you 
think may be open and honest. Make an effort to meet and 
talk with journalists. That’s another way of learning what they 
do every day and why they do it.
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• Talk with them in person at meetings and events about 
news stories. 

• Call them on the phone to discuss issues that concern 
you. 

• Email them with questions and thoughts. 
• Look for opportunities to thank journalists who you 

believe are doing a good job and tell them why. 
• Visit journalists at their worksites to discuss ongoing 

stories and story ideas.
• Many network and large publication journalists will 

respond to emails from readers, viewers, and listeners, 
so take advantage of that. Let them know what you’re 
thinking. Ask them about stories they covered and why 
they covered them the way they did.

A big part of building better relationships is opening the lines 
of communication. News consumers can play an important 
role in that process. The outcome could be very good for a 
free society
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