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Chapter One: The Process 

Every job has a process. It’s how things are done on the job. 
How do people learn how to do a job? They train for it. They 
learn the process. How? Depends on the job.

Photo by ThisisEngineering RAEng on Unsplash 
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If you are learning a trade skill (e.g. engineer, electrician, 
technician, mechanic, plumber, carpenter), you might begin 
training as an apprentice to someone who has the skill you 
want to learn. As you gain experience in that trade you can 
eventually work your way up to being a master tradesperson 
(e.g. master electrician, master mechanic, master plumber, 
master carpenter).

My father was a master electrician and refrigeration 
mechanic. He owned his own small business, and so I 
apprenticed with him one summer and quickly learned his 
trade was not for me. Becoming an apprentice is a great way 
of either finding your life’s work or removing it from your list of 
potential careers.

If you are learning a profession (e.g. teacher, doctor, lawyer), 
you would attend a college or university to get the education 
and training necessary for the licensing requirements for the 
profession.
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So, what about journalists? What kind of training do they get 
to learn how to gather and report news?

There was a time many years ago when journalism was 
looked at as a trade or craft rather than a profession. I 
remember those days. Someone who wanted to become a 
journalist would apprentice at a newspaper, magazine, or 
broadcast station, and work their way up to becoming a 
reporter, writer, anchor, editor, etc. Many of the great 
journalists of the past started as apprentices at a newspaper 
or radio station and worked their way up to becoming full-time 
journalists. While some media still do that, most now require a 
college degree in fields like journalism, mass communications 
or radio/television. Why?

College degrees were not a requirement when I started in the 
news business in the 1960s. It was fine to have one, but not 
necessary. Many people earned two-year degrees from a 
junior college, and others earned diplomas from trade or 
business schools that had a print, communications, radio/
television or film program. That was plenty to get a person 
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started in the business, and the pay was usually the same 
whether you had a four-year degree or not.
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Craft 

I think of journalism as both a craft and a profession. You 
don’t have to be a paid journalist to keep a journal. Lots of 
people keep “journals” as a hobby or craft. The craft of 
journalism can become a profession when a person is paid to 
write for a journal (e.g. newspaper, magazine, television 
station, radio station). A craft includes skills and rules that 
must be followed in order for the craft to work properly.

Some of my fellow journalists may not agree with me about 
this and that’s okay. Journalists have debated the topic for 
decades. I remember attending panel discussions at annual 
RTNDA meetings decades ago where journalists disagreed 
about whether they were professionals or skilled craftspeople.
Whatever we think of ourselves as journalists (professional, 
tradesperson or craftsperson), the main thing is that we 
understand the process of doing the job and have a solid 
method of training people to do the job at the same high level.
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That’s one of the reasons I like the term craftsperson for 
journalism. It connotes the idea of excellence in a particular 
field. Journalists should be excellent at what they do.
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Reality 

The reality, unfortunately, is that much of journalism is not 
excellent today. It’s similar in other professions, trades or 
crafts. We can compare the craftsmanship of previous 
generations to what’s being produced or built today. How 
many of us have noticed the disparity between the quality of 
yesteryear and today? How often have we heard someone 
say, “They don’t make things the way they used to.” Even 
though the technology for making things has improved 
tremendously, the quality of some products is often lacking.

The same can also be said for journalism. The technological 
advances in broadcast and print communications that I and 
other journalists have experienced since the 1960s is 
staggering. However, in my opinion, the quality of journalism 
hasn't advanced in keeping with the technology.
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Good journalism, the kind that news consumers can trust, is 
not different than what our parents and grandparents believed 
was good journalism. As I’ve written previously, good 
journalism is accurate (true) and objective (fair). That’s simple 
to say, but apparently hard to reproduce from one generation 
to the next. That’s one of the main reasons for this newsletter 
— to improve the quality of journalism and increase the 
public’s trust.
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Understanding The Process 

The process of journalism is not hard to understand. In fact, 
it’s quite straightforward —

• Gather

• Confirm

• Report

A journalist 'gathers’ information for a story, ‘confirms’ the 
veracity (truthfulness, accuracy) of the information, and then 
‘reports’ the information through a journalistic medium (e.g. 
broadcast, print, online).

The next step is understanding each part of the process —

• Process of Gathering Information

• Process of Confirming Information

• Process of Reporting Information



The Process of Real Journalism  of 16 146

Understanding The Method 

That leads us to understanding the ‘method’ or ‘methodology’ 
of each step in the journalistic process.

Some people compare it to the ‘scientific’ method, and others 
to the ‘investigative’ method. Let’s look at each to see what 
we can learn about the best process for the best journalism.

First, the scientific method —

The principles and empirical processes of discovery and 
demonstration considered characteristic of or necessary for 
scientific investigation, generally involving the observation 
of phenomena, the formulation of a hypothesis concerning 
the phenomena, experimentation to demonstrate the truth 
or falseness of the hypothesis, and a conclusion that 
validates or modifies the hypothesis. — The American 
Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, 5th Edition
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principles and procedures for the systematic pursuit of 
knowledge involving the recognition and formulation of a 
problem, the collection of data through observation and 
experiment, and the formulation and testing of hypotheses 
— Merriam-Webster

Steps in the scientific method include —

• Making Observations

• Asking Questions

• Collecting Data

• Testing Hypothesis 

• Conducting Experiments

• Detailing Results

• Reaching Conclusion
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Next, let’s look at the investigative method —

intended to examine a situation in order to discover truth — 
Cambridge Dictionary

Of  or  relating  to  investigation:  investigative  methods. 
Characterized by or engaged in investigation; specializing i
n uncovering and reporting hidden information — The Free 
Dictionary

This is the method a professional investigator would do (e.g. 
law enforcement, defense, prosecuting, private) —

• Gathering Evidence

• Analyzing Evidence

• Validating Evidence

• Developing Theories Based On Evidence

• Validating Theories Based On Evidence

• Using Reason To Reach Conclusion Based On Evidence

• Identifying Suspect Based On Evidence

• Arresting And Charging Suspect Based On Evidence
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Most journalists are not scientists, law enforcement, or 
members of the legal profession. Networks and larger 
newspapers do have journalists who have professional 
training in those fields, but most journalists are not specialists. 
Most are what we might call “generalists.” They are trained to 
cover almost any type of story on a daily basis. They learn a 
particular process that equips them to cover the news.

So, the question becomes what method should most 
journalists use as they go through their process of covering 
the news?
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Testing The Method 

I think the journalistic method is a mix of both methods — 
scientific and investigative. I’ve found both helpful during the 
last 55 years.

Journalists should be heavily dependent on evidence that can 
be gathered, analyzed, and validated. Journalists make 
observations, ask questions, and collect data (information) to 
use in analyzing the information. We might call that the 
“external” side of the journalistic method.

So, what’s the “internal” side? I think of a newsroom as a type 
of information laboratory. Reporters and photographers bring 
back their findings about stories and present them to other 
members of the news team — producers, editors, anchors, 
and managers. Each of those people have their own special 
skills and experience. The ‘inside’ newsroom team tests the 
hypothesis of the ‘outside’ reporting team to validate their 
findings and theories about a story. The conclusion reached 



The Process of Real Journalism  of 21 146

through that external and internal process becomes the 
approved news story the public sees, hears or reads.

The journalistic method works very well, when it works. The 
reason I say that is because too often it doesn’t. News 
coverage today often lacks curiosity, skepticism, objectivity, 
and accuracy — all necessary elements for journalism that 
news consumers can trust. I’m concerned that we may be 
witnessing the return of yellow journalism. I hope not.
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Yellow Journalism? 

I remember studying about “yellow journalism” in college in 
the mid-1960s. Yellow journalism (yellow press) was a term 
that came from the late 19th century when some newspapers 
exploited, distorted, or exaggerated the news “to create 
sensations and attract readers” (The American Heritage® 
Dictionary of the English Language, 5th Edition).

The term came from newspaper circulation wars between 
publishers Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst. 
While some of the papers’ news coverage was accurate, 
other coverage was sensationalized for the purpose of getting 
more readers and making more money. Journalism and 
communications students in the 1960s were taught to avoid 
returning to the days of ‘yellow’ journalism.
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How do we protect the integrity of the journalistic process? By 
depending on both external and internal news coverage 
checks and balances. If everyone on the news team does 
their job correctly, they can help improve the public’s trust of 
the news they consume every day.
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What’s A News Consumer To Do? 

News consumers are not without options when it comes to 
news coverage that is biased and/or inaccurate. Consumers 
don’t have to buy a product. News consumers don’t have to 
watch, read or listen to news they think is biased or 
inaccurate. They can walk away by changing the channel or 
clicking to another news site. That’s an easy option and it’s 
happening today in large numbers. However, is that the best 
option?

I don’t think it is the best option and here’s why I say that. The 
trust-gap between journalists and news consumers is getting 
wider every year. It’s especially wide if the consumer is an 
Independent or Republican. I think we need to seriously 
consider something else.

Let’s talk about it. Let’s open lines of communication and 
figure out how journalists can do their jobs better and how the 
public can trust the news media more. I often hear people say, 
“We need to have a conversation” about difficult issues. I 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
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agree. We need conversations where everyone is respected 
and heard.

Another option is for the public to communicate their concerns 
directly to journalists and journalism organizations. That 
includes local and national news outlets. The Federal 
Communications Commission has this recommendation —

The FCC receives a wide variety of comments and 
complaints about the accuracy or bias of news networks, 
stations, reporters or commentators in how they cover – or 
sometimes opt not to cover – events. Other complaints 
concern the conduct of journalists in the gathering and 
reporting of news.

The FCC's authority to respond to these complaints is 
narrow in scope, and the agency is prohibited by law from 
engaging in censorship or infringing on First Amendment 
rights of the press. Moreover, the FCC cannot interfere with 
a broadcaster's selection and presentation of news or 
commentary.
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Broadcasters may not intentionally distort the news. The 
FCC states that "rigging or slanting the news is a most 
heinous act against the public interest."

All comments and/or concerns about a specific news 
broadcast or commentary should be directed to the local 
station and network involved, so that the people 
responsible for making the programming decisions can 
become better informed about audience opinion.

The FCC may act only when it has received documented 
evidence, such as testimony from persons who have direct 
personal knowledge of an intentional falsification of the 
news. Without such documented evidence, the FCC 
generally cannot intervene.

Federal Communications Commission

https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/complaints-about-broadcast-journalism
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I agree that news consumers should share their complaints 
with local news media outlets first. I worked as a news 
manager for more than 30 years and talked with many 
members of the public who wanted to share their concerns 
about news coverage. I found that being respectful often 
opened doors for communication that led to mutual 
understanding about how our station covered and reported 
stories. The same would be true for local newspapers.

You may find it a little more difficult to reach someone at a 
network or website, but give it a try. If you can’t reach them by 
phone, try email. Be respectful and see if that helps open the 
door for some good conversations with members of the news 
media.
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Chapter Two: The Importance of Logic in 

Journalism 

Gather - Confirm - Report 

Journalists gather information, confirm information, and 
report information — objectively and accurately. That process 
is part of what we call the “journalistic method.”


The journalistic method is a combination of the scientific and 
investigative methods. Journalists gather, analyze, and 
validate information in the field. The internal news team (e.g. 
producers, editors, managers) tests the findings of the 
external reporting team (e.g. reporters, photographers) to 
validate their views about a story. The conclusion reached 
through that external and internal process becomes the 
approved news story the public sees, hears or reads. The 
goal is to report news that the public can trust.
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Reasoning 




An important part of external and internal journalistic 
methods is the process of “reasoning” —


the action of thinking about something in a logical, sensible 
way — Oxford Languages


the process of forming conclusions, judgments, or 
inferences from facts or premises — Dictionary.com


the process of thinking about something in order to make a 
decision — Cambridge Dictionary
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Some of the basic types of reasoning include —


1. Deductive

2. Inductive

3. Abductive

4. Critical Thinking

5. Analogical

6. Cause-and-Effect

7. Decompositional

8. Systematic

9. Comparative


There are many others, but this list is a good place to begin. 
Journalists should use all types of reasoning during the 
journalistic process, though the first four are mentioned most 
often in the context of “logical reasoning.”
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Logical, sensible thinking is necessary for journalists to 
accomplish their work each day. In the same way journalists 
need to be careful about unchecked bias, they also need to 
be careful about illogical thinking — “lacking sense or clear, 
sound reasoning,” Oxford Languages.


Journalists are human, which means they have biases. If 
journalists don’t believe they have biases, they lack self 
awareness. That means journalists need a way to control 
those biases so they don’t show up in news reports.
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News consumers often complain that news stories don’t 
make sense to them. While it is easy to lay the blame on the 
consumer for not understanding a story, I think journalists 
need to pay attention to public complaints to see if those 
complaints have merit. We may find that a few simple checks 
will help us improve the next version of the story.


• It may be that one or more of the journalist’s biases 
appeared in the story. Though the internal journalistic 
process should catch bias before a story is broadcast or 
published, it is possible that producers, editors or 
managers either missed the bias or share the same bias. 
Putting tighter controls on bias in the newsroom can 
help minimize the problem. 


• It could be that adding one or two more pieces of 
information will help the story make sense. It might be 
that the journalist left some information out of the story 
because of time or word-count maximums. It could be 
that the journalist didn’t think about some questions to 
ask during the initial coverage. A couple of phone calls 
to get the added information may be all it takes to make 
a story make sense to the consumer.
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• It may be that some information in the story conflicts 
with other information in the story. It may be that some 
of the information is wrong or needs clarification.


• It may be that the information is correct, but was 
presented in an illogical way. Rewriting the story to 
present the information in a logical fashion may solve 
that problem.


These are all problems that should be caught during the 
external and internal journalistic process, but some things 
can get past journalists under the pressures of the busy news 
cycles they face today. Having a method for clarifying or 
correcting stories when news consumers complain is 
important for every newsroom to have available.
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Logical Fallacy 

It could also be that the journalist committed a logical 

fallacy —


a wrong belief : a false or mistaken idea — Merriam-
Webster


A fallacy is a mistaken belief or argument, and a logical 
fallacy arises specifically out of an error in logic — 
Vocabulary.com


There are two types of fallacies — formal and informal. A 
formal fallacy contains an error in the argument’s form. 
Informal fallacies are logically unsound because of problems 
with the premises.


https://www.britannica.com/summary/fallacy


The Process of Real Journalism  of 35 146

It’s easy to commit a logical fallacy because there are so 
many of them. One source lists more than 230 logical 
fallacies. Here are just ten as examples —


1. Confirmation bias fallacy — is possibly the most 
abused logical fallacy in journalism. That’s where 
journalists approach a news story with a pre-existing set 
of beliefs. It’s similar to eisegesis in studying a text like 
the Bible. That’s where the student reads their own 
ideas/beliefs into the text rather than discover the ideas/
beliefs of the original author (exegesis). Journalists with 
confirmation bias read their pre-existing beliefs about a 
subject into the news story rather than discover the truth 
from the details of the story itself. It has led some 
journalists to report information that was obviously false 
and then refuse to correct the story when confronted 
with the truth. Confirmation bias has been a big problem 
in journalism for years and managers need to help their 
journalists understand how to remove confirmation bias 
from their reporting.


2. Opinion fallacy — this is where a journalist confuses 
opinion for facts. Opinion journalism has become more 

https://iep.utm.edu/fallacy/
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popular during the last 25 years, which is most 
unfortunate. It’s one of the reasons that trust in the 
media has fallen so much since 1997. Surveys of news 
consumers found that 80 percent of respondents 
believed journalists should “separate fact from opinion 
when reporting the news.” It’s pretty sad when that 
many members of the viewing and reading public 
believe much of what they see and read is a journalist’s 
opinion rather than factual reporting. A majority of the 
people surveyed even wanted journalists to disclose 
their political leanings.


3. Loaded questions/words/language fallacy - this is 
where the journalist loads their questions with words that 
are emotionally charged or that lead an interview toward 
the journalist’s preconceived conclusion about a subject. 
Loaded questions/words can be used to sway news 
consumer opinions, get support for a journalist’s 
particular belief or even push a journalist’s personal or 
corporate agenda. All of those are unacceptable in real 
journalism.


4. Appeal-to-authority fallacy — I remember seeing this 
in courtrooms where the prosecution and defense both 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
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called authoritative (expert) witnesses who gave 
conflicting answers to the same questions. Each side 
appealed to an authority, but the authorities didn’t agree 
on many of the aspects of their particular expertise. We 
see that often in news interviews. Journalists quote one 
or more authorities who agree on a particular point, but 
don’t quote authorities who disagree with their point. It’s 
a type of cherry picking fallacy (also known as fallacy of 
incomplete evidence or suppressing evidence) where the 
journalist finds authorities who agree with their belief or 
opinion. Some journalists don’t even make the attempt 
to hear from an authority with a different view. Even 
when authorities with different perspectives are used in 
the same story, journalists may give one authority more 
air time (in broadcast) or space (in print) than the other. 
Journalists sometimes present opposing authorities in a 
negative light (another fallacy). I often hear journalists 
couch their questions in news/press conferences using 
the appeal-to-authority fallacy. Journalists need to set 
aside their biases when they conduct interviews or ask 
questions at news conferences. The object is finding the 
“truth” rather than proving a point.
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5. Appeal to fear fallacy — this is where a journalist 
(including anchors, hosts and commentators) adds an 
element of fear into their story which is not necessarily 
true. It can also be presented as a type of threat that 
something bad will happen if the public doesn’t do 
something the journalist believes they should do (e.g. 
vote for a particular candidate, support a specific 
political party or cause, etc). 


6. Generalization fallacy — this is where a journalist 
makes a generalized claim based on little or no 
evidence. The journalist may draw a conclusion based 
on a very small sample size. It’s also known as a 
sweeping generalization claim fallacy. The claim is overly 
broad or applying a rule or conclusion too widely without 
allowing for possible exceptions. Journalists should 
report the facts of a story (all sides), but refrain from 
making sweeping generalizations in their reporting.


7. Red herring fallacy — this is where a journalist would 
divert attention from the real issue in a story by focusing 
on another issue barely relevant to the story. The result 
of that kind of reporting is shifting attention from the real 
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issue through the use of distracting information. It 
moves the story in a new direction often disconnected to 
the story the journalist is covering. Journalists need to 
know how to recognize a red herring fallacy because 
many people will try to shift a reporter’s attention away 
from the real story. It’s a way of changing the focus of a 
story and journalists need to know how to keep subjects 
of interviews focused on the story they’re covering. 
However, journalists should not do the same thing in 
their coverage of a story. It’s not fair or accurate.


8. Composition fallacy — this is also known as the fallacy 
of arguing from premises. That’s where a journalist 
would infer that something is true for everything in a 
story when it might only be true for a part of the story. 
It’s the opposite of the division fallacy.


9. Appeal to groupthink fallacy — this is where a 
journalist would report information in a story as true 
because a particular group thinks it’s true. It’s a type of 
group identification fallacy (also known as identity 
fallacy). Journalists should not identify with any 
particular group or allow their reporting to favor one 
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group over another. The one thing a journalist can and 

should identify with is the truth wherever they find it.


10.Appeal to emotion fallacy — this is where a journalist 
reports a story in a way to incite a news consumer’s 
emotions rather than appeal to facts and logic. The 
yellow journalism of the past is an example of appealing 
to emotion rather than the facts of a story.
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Fair Warning 

I think it only fair to warn news consumers to be cautious of 
fallacious consuming. By that I mean news consumers should 
also be aware of their personal biases and how they can 
consume news based on their own logical fallacies. The ten 
examples above are just a small percentage of hundreds of 
logical fallacies — formal and informal.


Charging a journalist with fallacious reasoning needs to be 
done from a justified position. If you think a reporter made a 
logical error, see if you can identify which fallacy they used. 
You may find that you are right in thinking the journalist made 
an error. However, you may also find that you are wrong. 
Journalists and news consumers need to work hard to ensure 
that their reporting and consuming is based on solid logic 
and reasoning.
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Chapter Three: The Reason For 

Reasoning In News Coverage 

We looked at several logical fallacies, so let’s move next to 
three types of reasoning that every journalist should have in 
their toolkit —

1. Deductive Reasoning
2. Inductive Reasoning
3. Abductive Reasoning

The terms are based on the Latin word ducere, which means 
“to lead.” The use of reasoning in journalism will “lead” the 
journalist to determine what is true.

The prefix de in deductive means “from. The prefix in in 
inductive means “to, toward.” The prefix ab in abductive 
means “away,” as in taking away the best explanation.
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What we want to accomplish in this newsletter (eBook) is to 
better understand how journalists can use each type of 
reasoning and how news consumers can identify when a story 
is “reasonable” to believe.
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Deductive Reasoning 

Deduction is generally defined as "the deriving of a 
conclusion by reasoning." Its specific meaning in logic is 
"inference in which the conclusion about particulars 
follows necessarily from general or universal premises." 
Simply put, deduction—or the process of deducing—is 
the formation of a conclusion based on generally 
accepted statements or facts … Deductive reasoning 
always follows necessarily from general or universal 
premises. Merriam-Webster
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Deductive reasoning (also called deduction) involves 
starting from a set of general premises and then drawing 
a specific conclusion that contains no more information 
than the premises themselves. Deductive reasoning is 
sometimes called deduction (note that deduction has 
other meanings in the contexts of mathematics and 
accounting). Dictionary.com

Reasoning from the general to the particular, for example 
by developing a hypothesis based on theory and then 
testing it from an examination of facts. Also known as 
deduction. Compare inductive reasoning. Oxford Reference

While journalists can learn a lot about reasoning from books, 
OJT (on-the-job training) may be the best way to incorporate 
deductive reasoning in their process. Journalists should 
remember that most of the people they talk with in covering a 
story have some expertise in an area of reasoning. Spending 
time with people who are accomplished in a wide variety of 
occupations affords a unique educational opportunity for 
young journalists.
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I learned a lot about deductive reasoning by working with 
police and fire investigators, coroners, attorneys, and judges 
in my early days as a journalist. I worked the public safety/
courts beat for many years, so that’s why I mention those 
occupations. People in many other fields use deductive 
reasoning, so every journalist can learn from them as they 
cover stories. Some examples are doctors, scientists, 
teachers, mathematicians, statisticians, air traffic controllers, 
and psychologists.
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Inductive Reasoning 

Whereas in deduction the truth of the conclusion is 
guaranteed by the truth of the statements or facts 
considered (the hot dog is served in a split roll and a split 
roll with a filling in the middle is a sandwich), induction is a 
method of reasoning involving an element of probability. In 
logic, induction refers specifically to "inference of a 
generalized conclusion from particular instances." In other 
words, it means forming a generalization based on what is 
known or observed … Induction is at play here since your 
reasoning is based on an observation of a small group, as 
opposed to universal premises. Merriam-Webster

Inductive is used to describe reasoning that involves using 
specific observations, such as observed patterns, to 
make a general conclusion. This method is sometimes 
called induction. Induction starts with a set of premises, 
based mainly on experience or experimental evidence. It 
uses those premises to generalize a conclusion. 
Dictionary.com
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Argument that seeks to reach generalizations by reasoning 
from an assembly of particular observations. Francis Bacon 
was its first proponent as applied to science. It remains an 
important mode of (and a collection of methods for) 
scientific reasoning. Oxford Reference

I also learned about inductive reasoning from people in the 
legal and law enforcement professions. Scientists, professors, 
engineers, doctors, nurses, therapists, and other health-
related specialties also use inductive reasoning. Some college 
courses I took in hermeneutics also helped me learn how to 
use inductive reasoning in journalism as well as in Bible study.
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Abductive Reasoning 

The third method of reasoning, abduction, is defined as "a 
syllogism in which the major premise is evident but the 
minor premise and therefore the conclusion only probable." 
Basically, it involves forming a conclusion from the 
information that is known. A familiar example of abduction is 
a detective's identification of a criminal by piecing together 
evidence at a crime scene. In an everyday scenario, you 
may be puzzled by a half-eaten sandwich on the kitchen 
counter. Abduction will lead you to the best explanation. 
Merriam-Webster

Abductive reasoning is most easily understood through the 
analogy of a doctor diagnosing his patient’s illness. He 
gathers a hypothesis from the patient’s symptoms, or 
otherwise evidence that he deems factual, and from there, 
goes down the list of maladies and tries to assign the 
appropriate illness. This is as opposed to deductive or 
inductive reasoning. More generally, abductive reasoning is 
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the logical process where one chooses a hypothesis that 
would best fit the given facts. Brown University

Abductive reasoning is the process of adopting an 
explanatory hypothesis — Oxford Reference

I learned about abductive reasoning from professors of 
philosophy, computer programmers, managers, theologians, 
scientists, and people in health-related fields. I also witnessed 
its use in court trials where evidence was circumstantial. 
Prosecution and defense presented their best logic and 
reasoning, but a jury had to determine guilt or innocence. I 
talked with many jury members after a trial was finished, and 
they often mentioned reaching a conclusion based on 
choosing what best fit the given facts.
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The Reasoning Process — Reaching A 

Journalism is a process that includes logic and reason. It 
begins with a story event or idea. A story event would be 
when the journalist attends a meeting or protest or goes to the 
scene of a crime, fire or accident. A story idea might be a 
followup to a previous story or something that comes from a 
journalist’s curiosity.
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The next step in the journalistic process is to gather 
information about the story. That would include making 
observations at the event or other story location, talking with 
people, asking questions, recording answers, etc. The 
journalist might do some research based on their 
observations and answers to questions. That process of 
gathering information leads to knowledge about the story.

Once the journalist is knowledgeable about a story, they use 
that knowledge to draw a conclusion based on the process 
of reasoning. They might use one, two or more types of 
reasoning to reach their conclusion.

Once the journalist has reached a conclusion about a story, 
they write their story and submit it to a producer, editor or 
manager for approval. Producers, editors, and managers 
should also use logic and reasoning in their approval process. 
Journalism works best when both the external (e.g. reporter 
and photographer) and internal (e.g. producer, editor, 
manager) sections of a news department are following the 
same process for determining the truth about every story.
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Once the story is approved, it is broadcast or published for the 
public to watch, hear or read.

It’s a rather simple process that’s repeated hundreds of 
thousands of times every day in newsrooms across the 
country and millions of times each day in newsrooms around 
the world.

Here’s the process in a shorter form —

1. Journalist covers story (event or idea)
2. Journalist gathers information and gains knowledge 

about the story
3. Journalist uses logic and reason to reach a conclusion 

about the story
4. Journalist writes their report and submits it to an editor 

for approval
5. Approved story is broadcast or published
6. Members of the public see, hear or read the story
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Even though the process is easy to explain, it’s not always 
easy to do.

The use of reasoning (any of the methods) depends on logic, 
which depends on the control of bias. That’s one of the 
difficult parts of the journalistic process. Journalists have to 
control their personal bias and recognize the bias of people 
involved in their story.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/the-importance-of-logic-in-journalism?s=w
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Point of View 

It’s helpful as a journalist to realize that everyone involved in a 
story has a particular point of view. What I mean by that is 
they have a particular way of seeing things within a story. 
Some people are very open and helpful in sharing information 
with a journalist. They are not in “protective mode.” However, 
some people are closed and unhelpful in sharing information 
with a journalist. They may be in “protective mode.”

One of the responsibilities journalists have is to determine 
whether they can believe what they see, hear or read.
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I’ve been lied to so many times as a journalist that I lost count 
decades ago. I’ve been lied to by people in every segment 
and at every level of society. I was already skeptical by nature 
when I started as a journalist, so the lying I heard from people 
involved in stories I covered made me even more skeptical 
through the years. The key is to not let your skepticism get to 
the point where you can’t believe anyone. Truth is out there — 
you have to keep digging until you find it.
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I probably met more truthful people in my coverage of stories, 
but they were often not the powerful people. As British 
historian and politician Sir John Dalberg-Acton was quoted as 
saying — “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power 
corrupts absolutely.” Experience taught me to be more 
skeptical of powerful people than people without power. 
Powerful people sometimes lie to journalists to protect 
themselves, family, friends, and other powerful people from 
the consequences of bad or corrupt decisions and actions.

Journalists have to have a way to separate truth from lies. 
That’s the benefit of the journalistic process. Stay true to the 
process and it will almost always lead you to the truth.

Logic and reasoning are an important part of that process. If 
something sounds like a lie, there’s a good chance it’s a lie. 
Look deeper. If something looks like a lie, there’s a good 
chance it’s a lie. Look deeper. Use all the tools at your 
disposal to find, confirm, and report truth. Don’t give up, and 
don’t give in. Stay with it until you know your story is right.
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Journalists should keep in mind that at this moment the 
majority of news consumers believe journalists are not 
reporting the truth. That’s most unfortunate for at least one of 
these three possible reasons —

1. The majority of journalists are not reporting the truth, or
2. A minority of journalists are not reporting the truth, 

casting a negative light over much of journalism, or
3. All journalists are reporting the truth, and the public is 

wrong in its judgment

It’s obvious as a journalist and news consumer that some 
reporting is false. It’s either false on its face (from only what is 
known at first) or the truth eventually comes out and everyone 
sees the original reporting contained false information and/or 
the conclusion was false.

Whether false reporting is in the majority or the minority would 
be difficult to determine with certitude. However, we can be 
certain that a majority of news consumers do not trust 
journalists. Journalism has to do better.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one
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Chapter Four: Follow The Money 

The job of a journalist is to find and report the truth. Doing 
that takes time, determination, and a process. Process is “a 
series of actions or steps taken in order to achieve a 
particular end” (Oxford Languages). That means we’re 
looking at the series of actions or steps a journalist takes in 
order find and report the truth. 


Journalists also use methods to achieve their objective. A 
method is “a particular form of procedure for accomplishing 
or approaching something, especially a systematic or 
established one” (Oxford Languages).


The use of reasoning in journalism will “lead” the journalist to 
determine what is true. The method we use from that is to 

follow. Reason leads the journalist to use the method of 
following. 
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Money Is The Motivator 

Money is a big motivator. That’s why I believe so strongly in 
following the money in a news story. If you know where 
money comes from, where it goes, and who benefits from it, 
you have something important to report. The more money 
involved, the more governments and corporations will try to 
hide that information from journalists and the public.


One of the things that peaked my interest as an investigative 
reporter was when I asked questions about money and heard 
one these responses –


• We don’t have that information


• You can’t have that information 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Journalists should seriously doubt that someone in a 
government office does not have access to information about 
how they are spending taxpayer dollars. Governments work 
off of budgets, so they know to the penny how much they 
have to spend on every aspect of their department’s work. If 
someone tells you they don’t have the information you need, 
ask them who does. If the government employee or official is 
being honest with you, they will help you find someone who 
can answer your questions. If they aren’t being honest, they 
will often try to stall, hoping you will give up looking and 
move on to something else. Don’t let them do that. Tell them 
you believe someone in their department or agency knows 
the answers to your questions and insist they get you to that 
person. Keep in mind that you have that right as a journalist. 
Members of the public also have the same right to know how 
their tax dollars are spent.
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If someone tells a journalist they can’t have the information, 
warning bells should sound loudly and the reporter should 
quickly go into overdrive. Reporters are representatives of the 
public, and the public has a right to know how governments 
spend taxpayer money. That includes any agency receiving 
taxpayer money. Therefore, reporters have a right to know. 


What can you do if a government employee says you can’t 
have the information? Ask them why not, then let them know 
you will be including their answer, along with their name and 
position, as part of your story. That opened many doors for 
me as a reporter. Government employees often do the 
bidding of their supervisors and don’t want to take the fall for 
not giving the public what they have a right to know. Many 
public officials and governmental supervisors will throw their 
employees under the bus in these situations, and that doesn’t 
settle well with government employees. I broke a lot of big 
stories because of that.
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Freedom of Information 



FOIA.gov


One of my favorite tools as a journalist is The Freedom of 
Information Act. It went into effect while I was still in college, 
and so it was available for me to use when I started working 
full-time in broadcasting. Because it was a new law, reporters 
and government employees learned how it worked at the 
same time. There were some bumpy places at the beginning, 
but we smoothed out the process through mutual respect 
and cooperation.
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Reporters make FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) requests 
of documents and other information under government 
control. The law requires the full or partial disclosure of the 
previously unreleased information depending on certain 
exemptions allowed for specific purposes. I recommend all 
journalists learn how to make an FOIA request, especially to 
get information about how government agencies spend 
taxpayer money.


Another tool reporters should use is Government in the 
Sunshine laws. I tested it many times in different states when 
government bodies wanted to hold secret meetings or keep 
records from the public — the Sunshine Law usually held up 
well. There were times when the people holding secret 
meetings would end the meeting and leave a building 
because I pointed to a copy of the Sunshine Law, but that’s 
okay. All 50 U.S. states now have freedom of information 
laws, and so you have a great tool to use no matter where 
you cover news.


https://www.foia.gov/how-to.html
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However, the fact that these laws exist does not mean 
government employees and elected officials follow them. 
That’s the job of journalists and concerned citizens to force 
the government to be open for inspection when government 
employees and officials want to keep the public in the dark. 
Money is often one of those things government officials and 
employees don’t want us to follow closely. That’s because 
money often means power. People in power usually want to 
keep their power and even expand their power. That means 
journalists and interested members of the public have to be 
vigilant in holding government officials and employees 
responsible for how they spend taxpayer money.


Another tool journalists have is the Internet. Some of the 
information you may want to see about how governments 
spend money is already available on local, state and federal 
websites. Be sure to check the date of when site information 
was updated to make sure it’s current. You should also 
contact someone at the government department or agency 
to confirm that the information on the website is correct. 
Website information sometimes lags behind official action.
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Sacred Trust 



billofrightsinstitute.org

Journalists are paid to find out how much things cost and to 
inform the public how government agencies are spending 
their money. I view that as a sacred trust given to us by the 
founding fathers of our country. They amended the 
Constitution to specifically mention members of the press –
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“Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
government for a redress of grievances.”


FIRST AMENDMENT TO THE UNITED STATES 

CONSTITUTION, 1789


Thomas Jefferson, one of our founding fathers, second Vice-
President and third President of the United States, wrote 
extensively about the importance of a free press –


“Our liberty cannot be guarded but by the freedom 
of the press, nor that be limited without danger of 
losing it.”


THOMAS JEFFERSON TO JOHN JAY, 1786
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“No experiment can be more interesting than that 
we are now trying, and which we trust will end in 
establishing the fact, that man may be governed by 
reason and truth. Our first object should therefore 
be, to leave open to him all the avenues to truth. 
The most effectual hitherto found, is the freedom of 
the press.”


THOMAS JEFFERSON TO JOHN TYLER, 1804. 

ME 11:33


“The only security of all is in a free press. The force 
of public opinion cannot be resisted when 
permitted freely to be expressed. The agitation it 
produces must be submitted to. It is necessary, to 
keep the waters pure.”


THOMAS JEFFERSON TO LAFAYETTE, 1823. ME 

15:491
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It has been said that journalists have four primary roles to 
play in society –


1. normative


2. cognitive


3. practiced


4. narrated 

Those correspond to what journalists –


• ought to do


• want to do


• really do


• think they do 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If you are a journalist or hope to be one in the future, think 
about these roles carefully. It’s important to understand each 
one and to be sure that you identify with your proper role 
every day as you earn a paycheck. Understand that the role 
you play in society is specifically tied to the success or failure 
of the nation you serve. Our country is at a turning point in 
many ways and the careful eye of an honest press (media) is 
needed to force government to be honest in doing the work 
of the people.
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Economic Realities 



Photo by Alexander Mils on Unsplash


Economics is a huge part of our lives. It affects how much we 
are paid for doing a job. It impacts how much we pay for 
food, clothing, housing, transportation, entertainment, and 
other things we want and need. What do you do when the 
cost of something you need is too high? You probably shop 
around until you find the cost that fits your budget. What do 
you do when your wages are not enough to pay your bills? 
You find a way to earn more money or a way to spend less 
money. That’s what most of us do. Even state and local 
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governments do the same thing. They raise fees and taxes or 
cut budgets. What does the federal government do? They 
can raise taxes and fees and can cut budgets (though they 
rarely do that), but the federal government can also borrow 
and print money.


That’s where journalists come in — or at least they should. 
Journalists should be watchdogs for how governments 
spend taxpayer money. It’s not hard to do, though it does 
take time and effort. Governments work off budgets that 
elected officials (e.g. city councilors, county commissioners, 
state legislators, members of congress) approve each fiscal 
year.


Departments and agencies of governments are required to 
account for how they spend taxpayer money. They are 
supposed to work for the people, not themselves. Elected 
officials are responsible for how taxpayer money is spent to 
run the government. Voters are supposed to have the last 
word on how governments are run by voting elected officials 
in or out of office.
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So, what part do journalists play? Journalists are paid by 
private companies to keep a trained and skeptical eye on 
what elected and unelected officials do with taxpayer money 
and to communicate their findings to the taxpayers. Pretty 
simple system and it works well if ..


1. Journal is ts carefu l ly watch how government 
departments and agencies request and receive taxpayer 
money.


2. Journal is ts carefu l ly watch how government 
departments and agencies spend taxpayer money.


3. Journalists hold government departments and agencies 
responsible and accountable for how they spend 
taxpayer money.


4. Journalists report their findings accurately and 
objectively. An informed public, therefore, can contact 
their elected officials about any spending matters that 
concern them. 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Most professional journalists begin their career working for 
small radio or television stations or small publications 
(including online news outlets). That’s where they learn the 
craft of journalism. An important part of the craft is 
economics. If you are studying to be a journalist and haven’t 
chosen a minor yet, consider economics. Economics will be 
part of almost everything you do in a career as a working 
journalist.


Many young journalists today work as general reporters, 
meaning a news manager/editor assigns them one or more 
stories to cover each day and the reporter covers those 
stories. General reporting usually does not allow a journalist 
to learn the ins and outs of covering the budgetary process 
of government bodies because they’re running from one 
story to another to another, then back to the station or 
publication to write their stories. Time to do the hard work of 
digging into stories, especially the economics of those 
stories, is not built into their daily schedule. If they have the 
desire to do that, it may have to be done during their 
personal time. General reporting also does not give 
journalists the training and experience needed to know what 
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to dig for, how to hold government officials and employees 
responsible for taxpayer-funded programs, and how to report 
their findings clearly to the public.


That’s where beat reporting can be a big help to young 
journalists. Beat reporting is where reporters are responsible 
for covering one or more parts of local, state, or federal 
governments. Some examples are: police, crime, court, 
education, city hall, business, military, legislative, 
congressional, governor, White House, etc. Part of a beat 
reporter’s responsibility is to know everything going on in 
their beat, including how the government departments or 
agencies they cover spend taxpayer money. Thus, the 
phrase, follow the money.


Beat reporters are involved with the economics of the 
government departments they cover from the beginning of 
the budget process to the spending of allocated monies. 
They know details about every aspect of budgets and 
expenditures, which means they can give context to their 
stories about how taxpayer money is spent.
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Part of covering a news beat effectively includes developing 
good relationships with trustworthy government employees 
and officials. The people who work in government are 
members of the public and often care deeply about how 
government spends taxpayer dollars. Even as a journalist 
looks for trustworthy sources and contacts, many 
government employees are looking for trustworthy 
journalists. It’s a good partnership when done properly.


You may find USAspending.gov helpful in tracking how 
federal government departments and agencies spend 
taxpayer dollars. You can find online information for your 
local governments or state governments at a variety of 
websites. You can also visit local or state government offices 
and request financial information for your stories.


https://www.usaspending.gov/#/
https://www.bea.gov/data/by-place-county-metro-local
https://www.bea.gov/data/by-place-states-territories
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Covering Businesses and Non-Profits 

What about journalists covering businesses and non-profits? 
Let’s start with private companies. Aren’t journalists restricted 
from gathering information about a private business? Yes, 
there are some restrictions when compared to the intended 
openness of a government agency. However, information 
about businesses is readily available online and was long 
before the Internet. I spent a lot of time in the 60s, 70s, and 
80s going through boxes of records at city halls and county 
annex buildings. It’s easier and faster today with the Internet, 
but not as much fun (or dusty).


Search for the company by its name(s) and you will usually 
discover the names of the owners, when last sold and for 
how much, names of previous owners, addresses, phone 
numbers, websites, the products or services available from 
the company, etc.
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Be sure to read the business charter and property tax records 
for local businesses. Lots of great information there. You can 
also search for business records and filings at your local 
courthouse and the Secretary of State’s office. Private 
businesses that want to do business with a government body 
usually open a lot of its information to journalists who know 
where to look. You can also check with the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration to see if the company was 
fined for unsafe work conditions and for how much. 


Most businesses fall under one or more regulatory agencies 
of government. Find out which agencies regulate the 
business you’re investigating, and check to see if there are 
any past or ongoing government investigations into the 
business. Many local businesses are inspected on a regular 
basis (e.g. restaurants, banks, loan companies), so be sure to 
check regularly for the outcome of those inspections. You 
can also run the names of business owners through a variety 
of databases to see if they’ve had financial problems in the 
past.


https://www.osha.gov/
https://www.osha.gov/
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Don’t forget about schools, colleges, and universities. Lots of 
great financial stories are waiting to be told. You just have to 
take the initiative to find them. Public schools and college 
financial records are readily available for journalists to 
inspect. Private schools and college financial records are also 
available when you know how the system works. Old 
journalist saying — learn how the system works, then work 
the system. If you understand school charters, regulations, 
and financial reporting, you’ll know where to look and what 
questions to ask.


If the business you are covering happens to be publicly 
traded, check out the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission’s Edgar search site. Tons of great info there. 


Depending on what you find during your coverage of 
businesses (private and public), be sure to keep good 
records and take copious notes. Follow through with 
penetrating interviews and keep the tapes, records, and your 
notes in a safe place. Also protect sensitive information like 
emails, texts, phone records, etc. Back up your computer 
regularly and save important files on external hard drives 

https://www.sec.gov/edgar/searchedgar/companysearch.html
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and/or thumb drives. Keep them in different locations if your 
investigation is particularly sensitive.


I also recommend journalists look into the finances of non-
profit groups in your community. Many donors like to know 
the overhead cost of a non-profit/charity. What is the group’s 
program expense ratio? That’s the percentage of how much a 
non-profit spends on its core mission. What is the 
administrative expense ratio? That measures how much of a 
non-profit’s expenses go to administrative costs. How 
efficient is the non-profit in raising funds? What about its 
accounts receivable turnover ratio? Its cash reserves? 


Also, learn about the 990 form that nonprofits have to 
file  with the IRS each year. It lists an agency’s board 
members and the salaries of top employees. How much 
money does the non-profit take in each quarter? How much 
money do they spend and on what? Look at the non-profit’s 
charter and who serves on the board. Anything look 
suspicious? Check it out carefully. 
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Other good places to check into businesses and non-profits 
are the Better Business Bureau, Department of Consumer 
Affairs, and local law enforcement agencies.


You’ll also find some good info for covering businesses 
available at the SPJ Journalist’s Toolbox.


https://www.journaliststoolbox.org/2022/04/16/proxiesbackgrounding_companies/
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A Brief History Of Following The Money 




The United States was paying for the Vietnam War when I 
reported my first story in 1967. Here’s how President Lyndon 
Johnson laid out his federal budget proposal for the 1967-68 
fiscal year —


Federal expenditures, as measured in the national income 
accounts will rise from $153.6 billion in fiscal year 1967 to 
$169.2 billion in 1968. That increase is composed of four 
major elements:
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• $5.8 billion for Vietnam and other national defense outlays; 
• $6.2 billion in benefits under the Federal Government's 
social security and other trust funds, two-thirds of which 
results from the new social security legislation I am 
proposing; 
• $1 billion for the cost of military and civilian pay increases, 
to keep abreast of rising salaries in private industry; and 
• $2.6 billion for all other programs of the Federal 
Government. 

Federal revenues wil l increase more rapidly than 
expenditures, from $149.8 billion in fiscal year 1967 to $167.1 
billion in 1968, reflecting both the growth in the economy and 
the effect of the tax legislation I am recommending. The 
Federal deficit, as measured in the national in-come accounts 
will, therefore, decline between 1967 and 1968 from $3.8 
billion to $2.1 billion.


The Budget of the United States Government For The Fiscal 
Year Ending June 30, 1968


https://fraser.stlouisfed.org/title/budget-united-states-government-54/fiscal-year-ending-june-30-1968-19021
https://fraser.stlouisfed.org/title/budget-united-states-government-54/fiscal-year-ending-june-30-1968-19021
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Those were big numbers in the late 1960s. Not so much 

anymore. We’ve moved from billions to trillions of dollars. 
President Joe Biden proposed a 6.011 trillion dollar federal 
budget for fiscal year 2022. The U.S. Government estimated 
it will receive 4.174 trillion dollars in revenue this year, which 
would create a 1.837 trillion dollar deficit for October 1, 2022. 
Those numbers may change a little, but we’re still talking in 
the trillions. 


The projections for the federal budget for the next decade 
include a budget deficit of more than a trillion dollars each 
year — adding about 14.531 trillion dollars to the deficit by 
2031. That’s on top of the current deficit. That means the 
U.S. Government will spend at least 14.531 trillion dollars 
more than it takes in through tax revenue in just one decade.


The federal government, unlike local and state governments, 
is allowed by law to go into debt. How can it do that? Easy — 
just print more money. Our current national debt is more than 

30-trillion dollars. That’s more than 91-thousand dollars per 
citizen — 242-thousand dollars per taxpayer. The four largest 
budget items are —


https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/budget_fy22.pdf
https://usdebtclock.org/
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1. Medicare/Medicaid (almost 1.3 trillion dollars per year)


2. Social Security (more than 1.1 trillion dollars per year)


3. Defense (almost 725 billion dollars a year)


4. Interest on the Debt (more than 430 billion dollars per 
year).  

Federal budgets in the trillions are not new for the United 
States. We moved into the era of trillion-dollar budgets under 
President Ronald Reagan in the late 1980s. That budget has 
continued to increase from his 1.1 trillion dollars to President 
Biden’s current 6-trillion dollar budget. 


As for budget deficits, the last time our country had a budget 
surplus was 2001. Our federal government has gone from a 
budget surplus to a massive deficit since then.


https://datalab.usaspending.gov/americas-finance-guide/deficit/trends/
https://datalab.usaspending.gov/americas-finance-guide/deficit/trends/
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I remember covering city and county budget meetings 
beginning in the 1960s. The budget numbers were usually in 
the tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
Some larger cities had budgets of a few million dollars. Those 
same city and county budgets are now in the tens of millions 
or even hundreds of millions of dollars. Governmental 
budgets almost always go up — not down. Who pays for 
government spending? The taxpaying public.


Journalists have an obligation to cover news that affects their 
readers or audience. Money affects everyone. That’s why all 
journalists should cover news about money. Whether it’s how 
government agencies spend taxpayer dollars, the cost of 
gasoline or groceries, or what’s happening to peoples’ 
retirement funds, journalists should explain how decisions 
and events are financially affecting the public. If you talk with 
people in your community about what matters to them you 
will hear them say, “Show me the money.” They want to know 
how what’s happening to their money. The journalist’s job is 
to show them.
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Following the money is hard work. I know because I’ve been 
doing it for decades and it strains your eyes, neck, back, and 
patience. Many journalists don’t like to do financial stories for 
a variety of reasons. Some say the work is too hard. Some 
say they’re not good at math. Some say that covering 
financial stories is less interesting than other stories they can 
cover. Some say there are already plenty of financial 
journalists doing those kinds of stories for newspapers, 
networks, and cable outlets. Why should they concern 
themselves with covering financial news?


Yes, following the money is hard work. However, it’s also 
some of the most important work a journalist can do. Just 
about every story you cover has some financial aspect to it 
— especially if you cover any government agencies and 
departments (e.g. city, county, state, federal). You don’t have 
to have a degree in finance to be a journalist, but you do 
need to cover the news that affects the lives of your readers, 
listeners, or viewers.
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Twelve Points for Economic Coverage 

Here are twelve points to consider as you cover the financial 
allocation of funds approved by local, state and federal 
government agencies. 


1. Find out how much money is allocated for the story 
you’re researching. Is that amount available to read? If 
so, where? If not, why not? Do you know who to contact 
in a department or agency of government to find out? If 
you do, contact them. If you don’t, find out who to 
contact and contact them. Get everything in printed 
form along with the names of the government 
employees who gave you the information.


2. Which department/agency will allocate the money? 
Federal? State? Local? Do you have a copy of their 
allocation? If not, get one. You can start with the text of 
bills from the House of Representatives and U.S. Senate 
and follow the bill through the process of joint body 
approval. Once the President signs the bill into law, you 
can get copies from the office of your local congress 
person or senator. You can also get copies of private 
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and public laws from Gov.info. You can stay in touch 
with proposed legislation at Congress.gov. There are 
more allocation bills being proposed and considered 
every week, so keep your eyes open for what’s coming.


3. Who will receive the allocations? Other government 
agencies? Businesses? Organizations? Non-profits? 
Individuals? Are any of the scheduled recipients 
relatives, associates or favored groups of government 
employees or elected officials? Can you identify bias 
preference in the allocation process? If so, ask questions 
and find out why that’s being allowed and what people 
in power are going to do about it.


4. What, if any, requirements do recipients have to meet to 
receive allocations? If so, are those requirements 
available to read? If so, where? If not, why not? Get 
printed copies and the names of government employees 
who gave you the information.


5. What happens if recipients do not meet allocation 
requirements? Do they have to return money received? 
All of it? Part of it? What’s left? How will the public know 

https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/PLAW
https://www.congress.gov/
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if money is returned? Who is responsible for determining 
whether a recipient meets requirements? Do you have 
their contact information? Do they respond when you 
contact them? If not, how can you hold them 
responsible?


6. How often will allocations be made? Once? Weekly? 
Monthly? Annually? Who is responsible for determining 
whether allocations are made in a timely manner? Do 
you have their contact information? Do they respond 
when you contact them? If not, how can you hold them 
responsible?


7. When do the allocations begin? Immediately? Within 
days, weeks, months? A specific date?


8. When do the allocations end? When the money runs 
out? By a certain date or period of time? What happens 
if all the money is not spent by the deadline?


9. Who in government is responsible for allocating the 
money? Do you have their contact information? Do they 
respond when you contact them? If not, how can you 
hold them responsible?
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10.Who in government is responsible for reporting the 
allocation of money? Will the reports be made public? If 
so, how and where? If not, why not? Do you have their 
contact information? Do they respond when you contact 
them? If not, how can you hold them responsible?


11. Who in government is responsible for overseeing the 
spending of money in individual allocations? Do you 
have their contact information? Do they respond when 
you contact them? If not, how can you hold them 
responsible?


12. Do the math carefully and hold each department/agency 
of government responsible for how they spend taxpayer 
money. 

Once you have completed your research and confirmed 
information with government employees, elected officials and 
private experts, write and broadcast/publish your story.
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Follow Up 

Economic stories have an extremely long life, especially when 
the dollar amounts are in the millions, billions, and (gulp) 
trillions. It’s important that journalists follow up on their initial 
stories until there’s nothing more to report.


• Follow up to make sure the government department/
agency you’re covering is spending the money the way 
they said they would. Be sure to get a government 
representative on the record (e.g. video interview, quotes 
for article, etc) about their plans to spend taxpayer 
money. Politely, but firmly, hold them accountable for 
every dollar.


• Follow up to see if government officials/employees have 
diverted money when they think the media/public is 
looking at something else or no longer paying attention. 
The diversions may be illegal, so it’s important to catch 
corrupt government officials/employees in the act. 
Having them on the record saying they will faithfully 
follow the law in spending taxpayer money goes a long 
way to demonstrating their bad intent if they divert 



The Process of Real Journalism  of 95 146

money to other expenses. Journalists are advocates for 
the public and must be vigilant in making sure 
government employees do what they said they would 
do. Journalists hold people in power responsible and 
accountable for their actions.


• Follow up to see if the government department/agency 
you’re covering is asking for more money. A good story 
for journalists to do is an in-depth look at how a 
government department/agency spent their first 
allocation. How they used taxpayer money in the past is 
one indication of how they would use taxpayer money in 
the future. The taxpaying public needs to know when 
government officials/employees have a history of 
misspending their money.


• Look for anything the GAO reports about the 
department/agency you’re covering. Remember that 
government agencies reporting on government agencies 
is a tool. Journalists need to be skeptical until they’ve 
confirmed information to be true. 

https://www.gao.gov/key_issues/overview#t=2
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• Follow up with your state and local government auditors 
(e.g. comptrollers) to look at their most recent reports 
and ask them questions to understand what they’re 
seeing with spending.


• Follow up with health and medical experts you’ve used 
for your stories to see if they have new information that 
might impact the economic aspects of what you’ve 
reported. In the case of a public health crisis, ask them if 
they’ve changed their minds about the cost of their 
response.


• Follow up with the economic experts you’ve used for 
your stories to see if they have new information that 
might impact the stories you’ve reported. Ask them if 
they’ve changed their minds about expenditures and 
revenues. Experts often change their minds as new data 
becomes available, so be sure to check in with them 
regularly.


• Follow up means not letting the stories you do slip away 
from you. Even as you are assigned new stories, stay in 
touch with your sources to make sure you don’t overlook 



The Process of Real Journalism  of 97 146

an important aspect of a previous story that will impact 
your viewers/listeners/readers. 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The Money Trail 

Money almost always leaves a trail. What journalists need to 
learn is how to follow the money trail to its source. They can 
do that through researching bank documents, credit card 
receipts, online money transfers, computer data, etc. Finding 
the source usually reveals two important things — 


1. The Reason


2. The People
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Chapter Five: Follow The People 
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The People 

People follow people.


That’s a quick summary of the history of the world.


People follow people and they often believe the people they 
follow. That may be fine if the people they’re following are 
honest, but what if they aren’t? A longer look at the history of 
the world proves that leaders often lie and people often 
follow liars. That means some members of the public end up 
believing lies because they trust lying leaders. Believing lies 
leads to living life based on lies. That’s not a good way to 
live.


How does that affect journalists? It means reporters need to 

be vigilant in source and fact checking. It means they need 
to work hard to ensure their news stories include varying, 
even opposing (when appropriate), expert views about 
information affecting people. It also means journalists must 
be objective and fair in the way they present the words of the 



The Process of Real Journalism  of 102 146

'experts’ they interview. If journalists have a personal bias for 
one side of a story and against another side, they either need 
to check their bias at the newsroom door and do what 
journalists are supposed to do (report accurately and fairly), 
reveal their bias to the public, or find another line of 
employment. It’s not fair to news consumers for journalists to 
present stories as fair and accurate if they aren’t.


It’s easy to spot a journalist who has a personal, corporate, 
or even political agenda by how they present one side of a 
story in a positive light and another side in a negative light 
rather than presenting information from all sides fairly. 
Journalists can say they included both sides in their story, 
but their bias often shows in how they report information 
from each side. It might be the length of the interviews or 
number of words given to different sides (e.g. one side gets 
more opportunity to present their side than another), where 
opposing views are presented (e.g. buried at the bottom of a 
story), or the obvious spin given one side over another (e.g. 
one side gets positive coverage while the other side gets only 
negative coverage).
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How does that affect the public? It means people have to be 
diligent as news consumers. Readers, listeners, and viewers 
need to check out multiple news sources that give them a 
variety of viewpoints about stories. Journalists need to 
compare the information those sources give to them and be 
sure they’re getting to the truth of a story. Even as journalists 
should be curious and skeptical about what people tell them, 
so should citizens.


I watch multiple network and local news stories every day. I 
also read a wide variety of news publications daily. Why? To 
find truth somewhere in the many words of reporters, 
anchors, experts, and commentators. It often means doing 
the laborious work of fact-checking what reporters say and 
write to see if they’re telling the whole truth. It’s not easy 
work, but it’s work we must do to make sure we’re getting to 
the truth of every story.
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Powerful people are people. People — just like you and me. 
That means they can get things right and they can get things 
wrong. That means they can tell the truth and they can tell a 
lie. That means they can change their mind about things they 
once believed. Their reason for changing their mind can be 
good or bad. That means they can have strong biases. That 
means they can be pressured by employers, governments, 
and even fellow powerful people to present a particular view 
even if not true.


That’s why it’s important for journalists to do a good job 
vetting the experts they interview for their stories, and why 
the public needs to do a good job vetting the journalists they 
look to for accurate information. Even as journalists should 
talk with many sources for every story, consumers of news 
should carefully check out many sources of news for their 
stories.
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Who Goes There? 



People interviewed for news stories have a personal 
background. Journalists should know as much about the 
people they interview as possible. Someone in government 
who oversees contracts with private industries may have 
worked for a private industry that earns money from those 
government contracts. The public has a right to know that. 
People who used to work in government may be lobbying 
government agencies on behalf of companies that want to 
win lucrative contracts. The public has a right to know that. If 
journalists don’t tell them, who will?
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I don’t hear personal background mentioned often in news 
stories, but I’m always pleased when a journalist shares that 
as part of a story. It means they’re doing their job, which is 
good for news consumers and journalism.


Even though I no longer manage a news department, I still 
research stories as if I did. It usually takes me less than ten 
minutes to discover information vital to stories that few, if 
any, journalists are reporting. It is disheartening to me 
because leaving out important information in news stories 
goes to the growing distrust the public has in the news 
media. I’ve noticed this trend growing in journalism during the 
past several years.


Why? If important information about a story is so readily 
available, why don’t journalists report it? It may be that they 
are not curious (which we’ve touched on previously), but 
that’s not a good excuse. Professional journalists are paid to 
be curious. They are also paid to be thorough. The objective 
is to report the truth about every story — the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth.


https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/factual-story-telling
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-two?s=w


The Process of Real Journalism  of 107 146

It also may be that some journalists don’t want to report the 
whole truth. Personal bias or corporate agendas have led 
many journalists to not report stories at all or report only the 
information that fits a particular point of view. That’s the job 
of political lobbyists and professional spinners — not 
journalists. A journalist has one job — report the truth. That 
includes the truth about people in their stories.


News consumers who get their news from just one side of 
the political spectrum are missing out on the complete story. 
News consumers who look to multiple news sources of 
varying political leanings are often witnesses to how some 
news organizations either don’t cover a story or leave out 
important information available from other news sources. It 
then becomes the job of the news consumer to do the job of 
the journalist to find the truth in every story. That’s not how 
it’s supposed to work.


Journalists have a specific job to do — find, confirm, and 
accurately and fairly report news of interest to the public. The 
public would like to be able to trust that journalists are doing 
their job.
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Examples 

Here are some examples of how to follow the people. Almost 
every story you cover as a journalist has a people angle, so 
think about the types of stories you cover and how you can 
follow people in those stories.
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# 1 — Man is a candidate for county judge. What are his 
qualifications for the job? Does he have a legal background? 
Has he been a judge before? If so, where? If so, what was his 
reputation as a judge? What does he do for a living now? If a 
law firm, which one? What is the reputation of the firm? What 
is his reputation as a lawyer? Any big cases? Cases lost and 
won? Any disciplinary issues to report? Where did he go to 
college? What degrees does he have? Military service? 
Honorary discharge? Any legal work while in the military? 
What types? Any disciplinary issues to report? Is he married? 
To whom is he married? What does she do for a living? Any 
ties to the legal industry? Any possible conflicts of interest for 
the candidate? Do they have children? Ages? If children are 
in the workforce, where? Any legal connections? Possible 
conflicts of interest? Will he agree to an interview without 
limitations? If not, why not? How would you report on that? 
Any other questions or concerns come to mind?
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# 2 — Woman is candidate for public school board. What are 
her qualifications for the job? Does or did she have children 
in school? Public or private? What is or was her reputation as 
a parent with her children’s schools? Is she now or was she 
an educator? What did she do in education? What is or was 
her reputation as an educator? Any disciplinary issues to 
report?Where did she work in education? Same school 
system as where she wants to be a member of the school 
board? If so, what conflicts of interest might she have? Will 
she agree to an interview without limitations? If not, why not? 
How would you report on that? Any other questions or 
concerns come to mind?
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# 3 — Wealthy business person donates to the campaign of a 
sitting U.S. senator. How large is the donation? Do the 
business person and candidate have a personal or business 
relationship? If so, what? Did they work in the same business 
before the senator won the seat the first time? Has the 
senator voted on any bill(s) that would affect or benefit the 
wealth donor? If so, how? How often has the donor met with 
the senator in his office? How often has the senator visited 
the donor’s office or home? Any personal or business trips 
taken together? Will he/she agree to an interview without 
limitations? If not, why not? How would you report on that? 
Any other questions or concerns come to mind?
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# 4 — Foreign government is purchasing land and property in 
the United States. Why? For what purpose? Did the foreign 
government use undue influence to purchase land or 
property? Any law broken or bent? Who are the people 
making the deals for both the United States and the foreign 
government? What is their background? Married? To whom? 
Children? If they are in the work force in their country, where? 
Any conflicts of interest through family members? Any 
possibility of bribery or undue influence by them on U.S. or 
foreign government employees? Any other questions or 
concerns come to mind?
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# 5 — Many people are protesting publicly in your town. Who 
are they? Are they local people? If so, who are they and why 
are they protesting? If not, where do they live and why are 
they protesting in your community? Anyone paying their 
expenses or salaries? If so, who is fitting the bill and why? If 
some of the protestors are professional protestors, where 
else have they protested? What other causes have they 
protested? Do they believe what they’re saying or is it just 
part of their job? What are they trying to accomplish through 
their protest? Where will they go when they’re finished 
protesting in your town? What are their personal 
backgrounds? What did they do before becoming 
professional protestors? Who recruited them to become 
protestors? How were they recruited? Where were they 
recruited? How were they trained to protest?
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I have met and interviewed professional protestors, and 
covered their protests from the perspective of them being 
professionals — how they earn a living. You may be surprised 
how many protestors who come into your city are on 
someone’s payroll. Journalists should find out who is paying 
them and make that information part of their reporting about 
protests.


I hope this sparks your interest to spend more time following 
people in your stories. What you discover during the process 
of following people can lead you to some fascinating and 
even breaking news stories.
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Chapter Six: Follow The Candidates 

It seems like every year is an election year. We’re always 
hearing about candidates running for office in the next 
election cycle. What’s a journalist to do?

Journalists have an excellent opportunity to report about 
candidates for various local, state, and federal elections. 
Journalists have both primaries and a general election to 
cover, which gives them many opportunities to gather, 
confirm, and report truth about candidates and the real issues 
at stake for the voting public.

https://www.fvap.gov/uploads/FVAP/VAO/PrimaryElectionsCalendar.pdf
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How Journalists Cover Political Campaigns 

Keep in mind that candidates are not celebrities. Journalists 
should not fawn over political candidates. They are people 
with families, careers, and histories. They are people who 
want the public’s vote for a variety of reasons. Some 
candidates want the power and influence that come along 
with holding political office. Maybe they’ll use that power 
wisely — maybe they won’t. Some candidates want to be part 
of improving government even at personal cost. Your honest 
and objective reporting could help the public come to the best 
conclusion about motives.
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Who are the candidates — really? Not who do they say they 
are in their campaign speeches and ads, and not what their 
opponents say about them. After covering hundreds of 
campaigns through decades of voting, I’ve generally found the 
truth to be somewhere between what the candidates claim 
about themselves and what their opponents say about them. 
Do some original journalism and help news consumers cut 
through the usual campaign year clutter to reveal the truth 
about each candidate. Who are they — really?
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If the candidates are incumbents or have held previous 
political office, ask them probing questions about what they 
are doing now or what they did previously for the public. Do 
your research before the interviews and bring documents and 
statistical information with you. Be curious and skeptical. 
Don’t be misled by shiny objects candidates will use to 
distract you.

Keep your eyes and ears open. The longer you cover 
elections, the better you’ll get at sensing whether you’re 
getting to the truth or uncovering deception. It’s easy to make 
promises. It’s much harder to keep them. The public deserves 
to know what’s real and what’s not.

If candidates have never held office, find out what they’ve 
done in previous jobs. That can tell you a lot about what they 
might do with the power of public office and access to 
taxpayer money. If they ran a business, how they did that 
might give some insight into how they would operate in a 
public-funded office. Find out why they really want the elected 
position and what they would if they got it.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-two?s=w
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-three?s=w
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Politicians are supposed to work for the public good. Don’t let 
them slip and slide away from answering your tough 
questions. Be politely diligent in your questioning. Don’t forget 
to talk with people who have known the candidates for many 
years. That includes family, friends, employers, employees, 
co-workers, and neighbors. Be sure to include people who 
may have complained about the candidate in the past. Check 
the courthouse for legal documents that might give you insight 
into problems or issues the candidate might prefer to keep out 
of the public light. Any lawsuits filed by or against them? 
Property legal issues? Family legal issues?

I also recommend that journalists familiarize themselves with 
libel and slander laws pertaining to political candidates. Once 
a private citizen announces that they’re running for public 
office, their legal protection changes in the eyes of the law. 
That’s because the law provides greater protection for people 
who did not voluntarily place themselves in the public eye.

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/libel
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These definitions from Merriam-Webster’s Law Dictionary 
may be of some guidance in how to approach people for 
stories.

• Public Figure — an individual or entity that has acquired 
fame or notoriety or has participated in a particular public 
controversy

• Public Official — a person holding a public office the 
nature of which requires that in order for the person to 
prevail in a defamation action he or she must show 
actual malice on the part of the defendant

Public figures and officials have legal rights, so be cautious in 
what you say or write about them. However, legal precedent 
has allowed journalists more leeway in covering them.

There are some people who are in the public spotlight, 
who must endure the opinions and publications of the 
public, largely without recourse. Statements made 
about people such as government officials, political 
candidates, celebrities, sports players, and authors, 
are usually exempt from claims defamation, whether 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/legal
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the claims are libelous or slanderous. This is true even 
if the statements, or pictures, are untrue and 
damaging. If, however, untrue statements are made 
about such a public person with malice, or with hate 
and a desire to cause harm with no regard for the 
truth, the public person may have a right to bring a civil 
lawsuit. Legal Dictionary

https://legaldictionary.net/libel/
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General Elections 

I’ve been a political Independent since starting as a journalist 
in the 1960s, and so I’ve never voted in a primary. Who 
political parties choose to represent them in general elections 
was a matter for party members. My job was to cover the 
primaries accurately and objectively. Even though I did vote in 
general elections, that did not change the way I covered the 
general election campaigns — whether local, state, or federal. 
I hope you as a journalist will do the same during this election 
season. Be accurate. Be objective.
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News or Opinion? 

One more word about following political candidates as a 
journalist. There is a difference between reporting the news 
and expressing opinions about the news. That includes 
candidates.

When I started in news almost 60 years ago the difference 
was clear in both print and broadcast. Editorials and opinion 
pieces were presented by non-news personnel in special 
segments of a newscast (e.g. editorial segment) and special 
sections of a newspaper (e.g. editorial page). The segment 
often began with a verbal or written announcement that what 
viewers were about to see or read was an ‘editorial’ that did 
not necessarily represent the views of the station or its 
advertisers. The same was true for newspapers. Media 
owners used to care about making sure audiences knew 
whether they were getting news or opinion. The two were 
separated on purpose — and for good reason.
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Unfortunately, that’s not the case with many networks, cable 
outlets, local stations, and newspapers today. Some news 
anchors express strong opinions about the news content in 
their shows, including candidates for public office. The 
methods they use are sometimes subtle, which means news 
consumers have to be on alert. Subtlety can be as simple as 
a facial expression or eye roll from a reporter, anchor, or host. 
Some reporters add personal opinion to the stories they 
cover. Journalists who do live reporting will banter with the 
show hosts about their personal opinions of the story or 
candidate they are covering. That often leads viewers to 
misunderstand opinion as news content.

Guests who have obvious biases are often presented as 
experts on subjects without alerting viewers to their biases 
and personal or professional backgrounds. Their expertise 
often disguises their bias, personal preference, and 
opinion.  The lines are blurred to the point that the public 
thinks it’s getting news when it’s really getting opinion. That 
goes toward the loss of trust the public has in the news media 
today. It is unfortunate and has only gotten worse over time.
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Journalists need to do better in this area if they ever hope to 
rebuild trust with the viewing/listening/reading public.
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Chapter Seven: Follow The Science

We often hear people say follow the science. They sometimes 
use the phrase to end a discussion or debate. However, I 
think we need to ask an important question when someone 
says that. What does that phrase mean — follow the science?

Let’s begin with a definition of the word science, since it is 
what people want others to follow. The shortest definition is 
knowledge. Merriam-Webster defines science this way – 
“knowledge as d is t ingu ished f rom ignorance or 
misunderstanding.”
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Our word science comes from the Latin scientia and means 
“knowledge based on demonstrable and reproducible data.” 
Notice the words demonstrable and reproducible. How is 
knowledge demonstrable and reproducible? Can  knowledge 
do that by itself? Of course not. It’s done by people. Those 
people are often referred to as scientists.

Turning again to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, a scientist 
is “a person who studies, specializes in, or investigates a field 
of science and does scientific work.” A scientist is someone 
who does scientific work in a particular category of science. 
Scientists are the people who research, study and investigate 
things and tell us what they think.

The Encyclopedia Britannica defines science as – “any 
system of knowledge that is concerned with the physical world 
and its phenomena and that entails unbiased observations 
and systematic experimentation.”
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How can knowledge be concerned about anything? It’s just 
knowledge. Knowledge doesn’t have eyes and ears, hands 
and feet. Scientists are the people who are concerned with 
the physical world and its phenomena and observe and 
experiment systematically. Scientists have the eyes, ears, 
hands and feet. They determine what to research and how to 
share their findings with the public and the people who 
employ them.
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Follow The Scientist

When people say follow the science, what they often mean 
is  follow the scientists they trust. If you don’t trust the 
scientists another person trusts, you may be accused of “not 
following the science.” That’s sad but true in our world today 
and has been for a long time. However, that’s not how 
scientific investigation should work.
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What we need to note carefully is the word unbiased. If 
science is knowledge and knowledge is what’s true, then why 
is there conflict among people with differing views on the 
same subject? It may be that those people entrusted with 
researching, studying, evaluating, and reporting scientific data 
are at least one reason for conflicting information. Why would 
well-educated, highly-trained scientists view the same data 
differently? Might it be that scientific research is complicated 
with multiple ways to interpret similar data? Might it be 
personal, corporate, or even political bias on the part of 
researchers?
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Journalists and Scientists

Journalists are not scientists, at least not most of them. Some 
scientists appear on television or other media in an expert 
role, and there are some scientists who call themselves 
journalists. However, let me point out that people who want to 
become journalists or scientists usually take different 
educational and professional paths. I think that’s a good thing 
overall – as long as the two don’t get confused about who 
they are and what they do for a living. The lines tend to get 
blurred in modern media, so it’s good to understand the 
differences.

As a journalist, I covered hundreds of stories where scientific 
research and data were an integral part of the story. However, 
I never saw myself as the expert. My job as a journalist was to 
be curious, skeptical, objective, and accurate in covering 
stories. Truth was my only goal. That’s why I built a large file 
of experts in many scientific fields to contact for help in 
understanding scientific information. I contacted some for 
background information and understanding and others for on-
camera interviews. Some worked for the government, some 
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for universities and research laboratories, and some in private 
industry. It was important to me that viewers, listeners, or 
readers could see the objectivity and accuracy of the news 
reporting in the variety of experts presented. My objective was 
for news consumer to trust the information I shared in every 
story. 

Your expert file as a journalist should be large enough to 
ensure that you are hearing from many different perspectives 
about a story. If journalists limit their file of experts to just 
those with whom they agree, then their stories will lack depth, 
clarity, and most importantly, objectivity, accuracy, and the full 
measure of truth. Those experts can be local, regional, and 
national.
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Journalists and scientists each play important roles in our 
national life. I do find it interesting that the founders of the 
United States thought it important to amend its new 
Constitution to read –

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or 
the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

BILL OF RIGHTS, 1791

The founders said nothing about science specifically, but they 
viewed freedom of the press as vital to the success of the 
newly formed country. I’m not downplaying the importance of 
what scientists say since freedom of speech would cover their 
comments, but the press (news media) was called out 
specifically because of the importance of what journalists do 
in a free society.
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Science Denier?

Are you a science denier? Well, are you?

You may hear people ask that question in personal 
conversations or in news conferences or reports. The 
question is often followed by a truth claim that a person or 
group of people must be science deniers.
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The reason some people ask the question or make the claim 
is because they have a particular belief about science,  and 
anyone who disagrees with their belief is denying science. 
They may also have a particular agenda to protect and only 
accept the scientific information that supports their particular 
cause. Is that position scientific or philosophical?

I believe it’s often philosophical. Their reason for asking the 
question or making the statement about science denial is to 
shut down discussion on a particular topic. That has little to do 
with real science and everything to do with philosophy. 
Shutting down discussion is in opposition to the free 
exchange of ideas and information that makes science work 
as a method for gaining knowledge.

As we’ve already established in this newsletter, science is 
knowledge which is ever growing and often shifting, 
depending on research and interpretation of the most recent 
data. Scientists who believe deeply about a subject one day 
may have to change their beliefs another day because of new 
information, new discoveries, new data. That’s the life of 
being a scientist. New data may lead to new conclusions, 



The Process of Real Journalism  of 138 146

many of which will be only temporary until more data 
becomes available. Journalists need to understand that and 
be ready to update stories based on advances in scientific 
research.

“News is that part of communication that keeps us 
informed of the changing events, issues, and 
characters in the world outside. Though it may be 
interesting or even entertaining, the foremost value of 
news is as a utility to empower the informed.

The purpose of journalism is thus to provide citizens with 
the information they need to make the best possible 
decisions about their lives, their communities, their 
societies, and their governments.”

AMERICAN PRESS INSTITUTE
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The problem with the news media ignoring new or changing 
medical information is that most government and health 
officials determine their decisions based on the scientific 
research and determinations of health experts. Thus the 
phrase, follow the science. If the media does not report on 
new and changing information, the public doesn’t know what’s 
going on and cannot make informed decisions about their 
lives.
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Science Skeptic

Journalists should not be science deniers, but they should be 
science skeptics. Don’t be lulled into believing everything 
someone says because of a powerful title in front of their 
name or fancy job description. Stay skeptical. Do your 
research, ask questions, talk to a wide variety of experts, 
confirm what they tell you, then write your story and submit it 
for editorial approval.

Editors also need to be skeptical. Question your reporters 
about their sources, their information, and their conclusions as 
you approve their stories. If you think their story is incomplete 
or one-sided, send them back to make it right. The work that 
editors, producers, and managers do in a news department is 
vital to the integrity of the journalistic process.
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Being a science skeptic also means journalists can do original 
repor t ing that flows f rom thei r skept ic ism. Take 
pharmaceutical science for example. It’s a multi-billion dollar a 
year industry that employs thousands of scientists. Most of us 
are familiar with the many pharmaceutical commercials on 
television that spend almost as much time warning people 
about the negative features of using the company’s drugs as 
touting the positive features. We’re also familiar with how 
expensive prescription drugs have become during recent 
decades. Are you also familiar with how much corruption there 
is in the drug industry? If you are, it’s probably because some 
journalists did their jobs.

In the following-the-money category, the largest government 
fines for corruption (civil and criminal fraud) in the 
pharmaceutical industry in the last 15 years were imposed on 
GlaxoSmithKline ($3 billion), Pfizer ($2.3 billion), Johnson & 
Johnson ($2.2 billion), Abbott ($1.5 billion), Eli Lilly ($1.42 
billion), Merck ($950 million), Amgen ($762 million), and 
AstraZeneca ($520 million).
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You may recognize the names of some of those companies. 
They were awarded large government contracts within the 
past two years to design and manufacture Covid-19 vaccines. 
Story? You may remember that Congress passed a law in 
1986 that protects vaccine manufacturers from personal injury 
and wrongful death lawsuits from vaccine injuries. Story?

In the fol lowing-the-people category, former FDA 
commissioners sit on the board of directors for some of the 
companies that received government contracts to 
manufacture the Covid-19 vaccines. Story? Several other 
FDA commissioners went to work for pharmaceutical 
companies after leaving the FDA. Their salaries are often in 
the hundreds of thousands of dollars per year. Story?

That’s just one example of how journalists following money 
and people can play an important role in following the 
science. Scientists do many wonderful things for people, but 
they are people, and people can be corrupted by money. 
Former government employees may do wonderful things in 
their new roles in private industry, but they are people, and 
people can be corrupted by money. What journalists should 
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want to do is find and report the truth. Skepticism helps 
journalists get to the truth that news consumers need to know.



The Process of Real Journalism  of 144 146

We The People

The first words of the U.S. Constitution read “We the People.” 
Our government is the People’s government and is supposed 
to serve the will of the public. The news media plays a vital 
role in informing the People about the actions of its 
government. It is vital for journalists to remember they serve 
the public, not the government nor the medical establishment.

The press/news media in the United States has often been 
called the Fourth Estate. That’s because the press is 
supposed to serve as an involved observer over the actions of 
the Executive, Legislative, and Judicial branches of 
government (First, Second and Third Estates). The news 
media should always play a watchdog role in representing the 
people and never be complicit in promoting or protecting the 
government.
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Journalists who quoted health and medical experts on their 
original positions should report on the experts’ positional 
changes in a way that makes clear to viewers/listeners/
readers that science (knowledge) has changed. If it changes 
again? Keep reporting the changes — follow the science. Be 
curious, skeptical, objective, and accurate. Be journalists.
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