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ABSTRACT

As COVID-19 continues to devastate the world, journalism is adapting itself as the public seeks 
trustworthy news and reliable information about the pandemic. Focused primarily on the U.S. but 
with key international points of comparison for context, this article looks at how news media in 2020 
adapted to the challenges caused by the pandemic to the journalism industry — already disrupted by 
a host of forces, including digital technologies, changing economics, and a sharply divided cultural and 
political environment — and how the public has responded.  Employing a meta-analysis of published 
research, data examined here indicate that the public has engaged the news at high levels, while 
news media have utilised new storytelling tools and technologies to create more accurate, interactive, 
immersive and mobile news content.  Problems of misinformation, fuelled by social media, and other 
concerns persist, including a growing digital divide that may undermine the role of journalism as a 
source of independent, truthful and accessible news in a democratic society. 
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A DISRUPTED NEWS ECOSYSTEM

Journalism has been in a massive state of disruption for decades.  Contributing to this 
upheaval in news production and dissemination are the invention of the Internet and World 
Wide Web, the rise of social media, and the dramatic decline of advertising revenues for 
legacy commercial news media as marketers moved their advertising dollars, long the main 
source of funding for newspapers and many other mainstream news, to digital platforms 
such as Google, Facebook and Twitter. 

The legacy news industry in the United States (U.S.), especially newspapers, since 
2008, has laid off  tens of thousands of journalists (Grieco, 2020).  Although digital native 
news sites have hired several thousand journalists during this same period, the overall 
decline in the news workforce has been dramatic. Classified advertising, once a staple of 
newspaper industry revenue, has now migrated to digital platforms, such as Craigslist and 
eBay.  

Local news media have been particularly hard hit. Research reveals that as of 2018, 
there were approximately 2,000 local news deserts, or communities with no professional 
news operation in the U.S. (Abernathy, 2018).  

Then came the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on the news ecosystem in 2020. 
Communities entered lockdowns, restricted travel and required social distancing.  The 
economic outlook was bleak, especially for news media that had already seen decades of 
revenue decline. COVID-19 sounded the death knell for journalism, but then the unexpected 
happened. 

JOURNALISM TRANSFORMED: EVIDENCE FROM A META-ANALYSIS

Although the overall crisis in journalism continues during the pandemic, a meta-analysis 
of published research and industry reports during 2020 reveals that patterns of digital 
news consumption has begun shifting and news media innovation has begun accelerating.  
In the U.S. and many parts of the world, a significant number of news organisations have 
seen their online audiences surge, especially since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
although it cannot be determined the extent to which this surge is due to the pandemic or 
other factors (e.g., political developments). News media also have substantially redesigned 
their news products for digital delivery and public engagement, and this redesign is 
becoming increasingly clear in the time of the pandemic. 

The meta-analysis conducted for this paper indicates that there are at least four 
dimensions to the transformative digital redesign of journalism in the time of COVID-19. 
First, news media coverage of the pandemic has been substantial across the globe. When 
Krawczyk et al. (2020) gathered 26 million news articles published on the front pages of 
172 major online news sources in 11 countries (available at http://sciride.org), they found 
that 25% of all frontpage online news articles between January and October 2020 were 
related to COVID-19.  

Research also indicates that the quantity of COVID-19 media coverage decreased 
over time (Pearman et al., 2021). Pearman et al. (2021) found that “the proportion of 
media coverage that mentioned COVID-19 (with terms such as COVID or coronavirus) in 
early 2020 increased dramatically within 102 high-circulation newspaper sources across 50 
countries around the world.”  But beginning March 2020, the media coverage of COVID-19 
steadily declined over the months that followed.  

Second, public demand for and use of news, especially COVID-19-related, has surged, 
particularly on digital platforms, although research indicates a complex pattern of COVID-19 
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news engagement on social media. Evidence indicates the public wants news it can trust, but 
the public also has seemingly become fatigued regarding pandemic news.  Research suggests 
that the public wants quality journalism that is independent, fact-based, accurate and truthful, 
from sources and voices that are diverse and inclusive, but in limited doses.  

Gozzi et al. (2020) developed a “heterogeneous data set including 227,768 web-
based news articles and 13,448 YouTube videos published by mainstream media outlets, 
107,898 user posts and 3,829,309 comments on the social media platform Reddit, and 
278,456,892 views of COVID-19–related Wikipedia pages.”  Their findings indicate that 
“public attention, quantified as user activity on Reddit and active searches on Wikipedia 
pages, is mainly driven by media coverage.”  Yet, this social media engagement during 2020 
“declines rapidly while news exposure and COVID-19 incidence remain high.”

Similar patterns were observed in a study of Weibo, a leading social media 
platform in China, during the early stages of the pandemic (Xu et al., 2020).  Xu et al. 
(2020) employed web scraping to gather public Weibo posts containing COVID-19–related 
keywords between 31 December 2019 and 20 January 2020, from users in Wuhan City. 
Posts were manually annotated via an “inductive content coding approach to identify 
specific information sources and key themes including news and knowledge about the 
outbreak, public sentiment, and public reaction to control and response measures.”  The 
study identified 10,159 COVID-19 posts from 8703 unique Weibo users. Three “parent 
classification areas” were news and knowledge posts (67.22%; n=6829); public sentiment 
(69.72%; n=7083), and public reaction and self-reported behaviour (47.87%; n=4863).  Xu 
et al. (2020) reported that “subtopics for news and knowledge posts followed four distinct 
timelines and evidenced an escalation of the outbreak’s seriousness as more information 
became available. Public sentiment primarily focused on expressions of anxiety, though 
some expressions of anger and even positive sentiment were also detected. Public reaction 
included both protective and elevated health risk behaviour.”

Third, the content characteristics of news are shifting largely to the digital domain.  
This is a significant development since it both engages a public that is increasingly using 
digital and mobile media, and utilises the qualities of digital media, which are very different 
from legacy media. However, the characteristics of COVID-19 news coverage also often 
reflect patterns of bias (Hart, Chinn, & Soroka, 2020).   

Hart et al. (2020) found that the coverage of the pandemic often has been highly 
politicised and polarised and varied by the medium of news delivery.  Employing multiple 
computer-assisted content analytic approaches, Hart et al. (2020) examined COVID-19 
news in U.S. newspapers and televised network news from March to May 2020.  They 
found that “newspaper coverage is highly politicised, network news coverage somewhat 
less so, and both newspaper and network news coverage are highly polarised.”  Further, 
“politicians appear in newspaper coverage more frequently than scientists, whereas 
politicians and scientists are more equally featured in network news.”

Fourth, news media are moving from largely free, advertising-sponsored, to a blend 
of revenue streams, funding models and evolving ownership and collaborative structures as 
they transition to digital.  This brings with it both advantages and disadvantages.  Although 
it may provide journalism a financially secure future, at least for some news media outlets, it 
may be uneven across platforms and communities.  It may also disenfranchise economically 
marginalised groups with limited resources and means to pay for journalism that has been 
historically largely free or low-cost because of subsidies resulting from advertising revenues.  
This may amplify the digital divide as it pertains to journalism, and from the perspective 
of journalism’s role in democracy, uneven access to news and information could have a 
profoundly deleterious effect on society.  
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Changing ownership structures are emerging in news media across the U.S. and in 
some other parts of the world.  Throughout much of the 19th and 20th centuries, news 
media, especially newspapers and broadcasters, were privately owned with typically family 
ownership.  Hedge funds have increasingly acquired newspapers and newspaper groups, 
such as the McClatchy Company, winner of multiple awards for journalistic excellence.   
Since the 1800s, the McClatchy family has published newspapers, beginning with The 
Daily Bee of Sacramento in California (Tracy, 2020b). The McClatchy Company expanded 
to a national chain of 30 newspapers across the U.S., including The Miami Herald, The 
Charlotte Observer and The Kansas City Star.  In early 2020, New Jersey-based hedge 
fund Chatham Capital acquired McClatchy for $300 million, including credit debt and $30 
million in cash (Hall, 2020). The sale is pending approval by regulators as of this writing, 
but it is indicative of the general trend toward hedge fund ownership of newspapers.  The 
consequence has been the decimation of newspaper staffs and gutting of resources, for the 
sake of profits, not journalistic excellence.  Hedge funds are, after all, investment groups 
that use high-risk methods to produce high financial returns.

In response to the economic collapse and changing ownership patterns, a growing 
number of news media, especially local newspapers, are pursuing a transition from for-
profit to not-for-profit corporate status.  Non-profit news media enterprises have long 
existed in the U.S. and much of the world. For instance, broadcast operations, from the 
BBC in the U.K. to PBS and NPR in the U.S. have been non-profit since their inception.  

Commercial media have long dominated the news media landscape in the U.S.  This 
is beginning to change.  A shift underway has been the transition toward more collaboration 
in journalism.  The news industry has long been highly competitive. Since the days of 
Hearst and Pulitzer, competition between newspapers has been a hallmark of the industry.  
But, with economic changes limiting resources at many news media, the declining number 
of communities with more than one news operation, and the rise of advanced digital 
technologies, more news operations are approaching their work in a collaborative fashion. 
This is not entirely new; the 1970s saw the growth of joint operating agreements between 
once competing newspapers in many cities.  

Not surprisingly, collaboration has accelerated in the digital age, especially during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  For many news media, the collaboration has been between or 
among news organizations across a region, a state or the nation, creating networks of news 
gathering operations (Jacob, 2020b).  In other cases, the collaboration is between news 
media and technology companies, enabling news media to utilise advanced digital tools 
such as 3D or 360 video cameras to create immersive news content. 

More and more digital news media platforms are erecting paywalls. The launch 
of the online Wall Street Journal in 1996 was a milestone in the use of paywalls. Paywalls 
require visitors to subscribe or otherwise pay for a news site’s online news content.  There 
are various types of paywalls, ranging from soft to hard, and they are in increasing use 
especially as the financial crisis of news media intensifies during the pandemic.  

Paywalls also increasingly employ artificial intelligence (AI) to build subscriptions.  
Increasingly, vast amounts of data, such as the millions of visitors to a major news website, 
are impossible to process efficiently without automated tools. AI enables fast and accurate 
processing of data. And with intelligent capacities such as metrics of user engagement 
(e.g., how long users stay at the site, what content they “like” or share, and by topic or 
media form), the data can be used to help efficiently fuel the transformation of a visitor 
into a subscriber to the news platform.  

During the pandemic, many news media with paywalls, from The New York Times 
to The Seattle Times used algorithms or AI to lower their paywalls selectively to allow 
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unlimited public access to news about the pandemic, regardless of whether the visitor has 
subscribed to the site (Jacob, 2020a). 

Contributing to the momentum of economic change in news media is the advance of 
foundation grants.  These grants are emerging as an important financial component to news 
media economics as news operations shift to non-profit entities, which are less expensive 
to sustain, and more amenable to foundation support.  Gifts from wealthy individuals and 
donations or membership contributions are also contributing to the economic reinvention 
of news media.  

Another important element of re-engineering news media financing via online 
platforms is the advance of micropayments.  Micropayments were imagined decades ago 
when Ted Nelson envisioned hyperlinks and a system of rights and royalties and other 
very small, or micropayments that could compensate content creators and copyright 
holders with online content distribution and access.  Micropayments failed to catch on 
significantly in the arena of news, where for decades, the notion that news wants to be free 
prevailed. But in recent years, the public has become increasingly acclimated to paying 
for online content, whether it is in the form of streaming movies or music or news and 
information. Small payments or micropayments for news, are growing in use and may 
prove to be an important part of the online news compensation environment (Thorpe, 
2020).  Users paying a few cents for a specific piece of news content or story could make 
news access affordable to a wide spectrum of the public, while building significant revenues 
for news media or even independent freelance journalists who can develop an audience 
over time and distance. 

Under the ownership of Alphabet, Google in 2020 announced its intention to 
provide news licensing payments totalling US$1B to news providers over the coming 
three years (Chee, 2020).  This licensing payment could be a breakthrough in online 
news financing where distribution through social media or search engines has become 
increasingly dominant.  

All of these funding approaches have increasingly solidified during the COVID-19 
pandemic and they also underscore the reality of digital news financing that relies less 
on advertising revenue and more on a diverse array of funding streams, including user 
payments and beyond. “Newspaper companies have been hit especially hard. Among the 
six publicly traded newspaper companies studied – major chains that own over 300 daily 
papers – advertising revenue fell by a median of 42% year over year (i.e., comparing the 
second quarter of 2020 with the second quarter of 2019). By contrast, total advertising 
revenue across the three major cable news networks was steady overall, but there were 
sharp differences between the networks: While ad revenue for MSNBC and CNN declined 
by double digits, Fox News Channel’s revenue rose by 41%” (Barthel, Matsa & Worden, 
2020). 
  
Increasing news usage
News usage has markedly increased since 2019.  The Pew Research Center tracks a variety 
of media usage patterns, including the public’s usage of news. By a variety of metrics, the 
public’s engagement with news has increased dramatically during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and not just for pandemic-related information.  One indicator is how much time the U.S. 
public is spending with news media.  Pew Research Center shows that time spent with news 
sites in 2020 is up by 46% compared to 2019.  Likewise, the number of visits to news sites 
in 2020 is up by 57% compared to 2019.

Some news outlets in particular have surged in 2020 in terms of various metrics of 
news usage and engagement.  Among these is a diverse array of journalism enterprises.  
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The Atlantic, Business Insider, The New York Times, and The Los Angeles Times among 
others have nearly doubled their traffic during the pandemic (Scire, 2020).  The Gannett 
Company’s flagship news channel, USA Today, has seen its audience increase by 30% over 
2019 (Bomey, 2020).  Further, The New York Times has become a news outlet for the entire 
U.S.  Since the onset of the pandemic, well over half  of “all American adults” visited 
The New York Times on one or more of its digital platforms (Tracy, 2020a). For instance, 
nytimes.com’s pages received 2.5 billion views.  These platforms include the main website 
and the mobile app.  The Washington Post has had 101 million unique visitors to its online 
platforms (WashPost PR blog, 2020). This is up by 17.6% from 2019.   More than 85 
million persons engaged The Post’s content via the mobile app.

Notably, the public’s usage of digital news cuts across various types of news 
modalities.  CNN, a U.S.-based but global news platform based originally in the cable news 
arena has achieved its largest digital audience ever.

Internationally-based news media are also seeing substantial increases in their 
public user engagement in the U.S.  The Guardian US, for instance, saw its highest traffic 
ever. Its online presence received 114 million unique browsers during the first quarter of 
2020 (GNM, 2020). 

Subscribing to digital news
Subscriptions to digital news platforms have also grown, specifically in 2020.  Subscriptions 
to The New York Times have increased by at least 57% over 2020. The Times gained 587,000 
net new digital subscribers in the first quarter of 2020 (January to March).  It signed up 
another 383,000 in the second quarter (Lee, 2020).  The Times achieved a milestone in 
October of 2020, when its total subscriptions topped 7 million. Moreover, 88% of those 
subscriptions were for The Times’ digital products, which include core news products as 
well as ancillary digital products such as crossword puzzles and the like.  This upward 
trajectory is part of a long-term trend for The Times.

The dramatic rise in subscriptions to The Times during 2020 is likely due to multiple 
factors that include public concern about the pandemic as well as the so-called Trump 
effect, as millions of Americans sought news they could trust, to deliver the truth in a 
time when the President actively sought to undermine it.  The Washington Post tracked 
the president’s false or misleading claims since his 2016 inauguration, and the number 
exceeds 22,000, starting with his false statement about the crowd size at his inauguration 
(Kessler, Rizzo, & Kelly, 2020).  However, the number of subscribers to The Times print 
products have slowly declined, reaching just 813,000 in the second quarter of 2020, down 
from about 20,000 since March of the same year.  It is likely that this trend will continue 
as most of those who subscribe to the print products are older Americans, such as baby 
boomers.  Also, a growing portion of The Times’ subscribers are outside the U.S. and the 
digital product is far more efficacious, timely and inexpensive to deliver.

The Gannett Company, whose flagship is USA Today, also has seen subscriptions 
in digital form surge.  As of the second quarter of 2020, digital subscriptions to Gannett 
news products topped one million for the first time.  Although advertising revenues have 
continued to decline, as they have for virtually all U.S. digital news platforms, the lost 
revenues were offset by the rise of user revenues and the reduced cost of printing and 
distribution (Bomey, 2020).  

At The Times, advertising revenues dropped 50-55% in 2020 compared to 2019.  But 
The Times now earns $6 of every $10 from user revenue.
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New storytelling directions
Another factor that apparently has contributed to public engagement in digital journalism 
since at least 2020 are new directions in digital news storytelling.  Digital news storytelling 
increasingly features unique qualities that can engage users.  These include interactivity, 
multi-sensory content, mobile access and immersion, especially augmented reality (AR) 
and virtual reality (VR).

To illustrate the nature and importance of interactivity in news during the 
pandemic, an article from The Washington Post titled, “Why outbreaks like coronavirus 
spread exponentially, and how to ‘flatten the curve’,” posted on its news portal on 14 March 
2020, became the site’s most-viewed article ever.  The interactive nature of the article allows 
users to explore a graph that illustrates the number of COVID-19 infections by date.  The 
user could see the exponential rise in infections, as the curve increased sharply over time, 
and also touch (multi-sensory engagement) different parts of the graph, or dates, to see the 
number of infections on that specific date.  

USA Today in 2020 produced a series of pandemic-related immersive news stories. 
These stories illustrate all four of the above dimensions, including immersion (enveloping 
the user in the story), multi-sensory engagement (touch along with sight and sound), 
interactivity (enabling the user to actively explore the content) and mobile access (e.g., via 
mobile or handheld device such as smartphone or tablet, or via a head-worn display such 
as a VR head-mounted display, or HMD).

An example is “Experience Coronavirus air flow via AR: Why masks matter,” which 
USA Today published on 5 July 2020. The immersive, interactive, multi-sensory and 
mobile experience is based on a study published in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association. The study found that “liquid droplets from sneezes, coughs, or just exhaling 
can sometimes travel up to 26 feet” (“No mask?”, 2020).

Illustrative of the increasing ease of use of immersive storytelling in news, student 
journalists at Ohio University used 360 videos to document daily life during the pandemic 
lockdown.  Their immersive reporting provided a “student’s perspective during quarantine” 
(Pelham, 2020). 

Although the pandemic is a major factor in American life during 2020, it intersects 
with other key issues as well, including both the U.S. Presidential election and social and 
racial justice, particularly the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, which transcends 
borders and has emerged as a global movement.  

A substantial part of the national U.S. response to the pandemic involved social 
distancing and mask wearing. However, both these behavioural dimensions became highly 
politicised and polarised as President Trump stated that although both were recommended 
by the Center for Disease Control (CDC), neither was required, and early on, he stated he 
did not think he would wear a mask.  

As a result, a major part of news coverage during 2020 involved videos of Trump 
rallies and BLM protests and whether the crowds were wearing masks and maintained 
social distance.  Many on the Right were strongly opposed to the BLM movement. In June 
2020, vandals attacked a memorial in Buffalo, New York, marking the site where Frederick 
Douglass, the legendary and formerly enslaved statesman, journalist and abolitionist, had 
given a historic speech following the Civil War.  It was unclear whether the vandalism, which 
involved the toppling of a statue of Douglass, had been specifically in response to anger at 
BLM.  USA Today generated an immersive report, which included an augmented reality 
experience about the Frederick Douglass statue (“Learn more about”, 2020).  Anyone 
using a mobile device to run the USA Today app can experience the AR story, examine the 
statue in detail, access facts about Douglass, and learn about the significance and cultural 
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meaning of the statue in contemporary American society. The statue is photorealistic, 
appears in 3D and solid; the user can walk around it, accessing interactive information via 
a handheld device.

The New York Times, likewise, has created a series of immersive reports regarding 
the pandemic as well as BLM and other issues on the public agenda in 2020.  5 Nov 2015 
is a milestone in the development of The Times’ immersive journalism. This date marks 
the debut of The Times’ report, The Displaced, the news operation’s first virtual reality 
report, which focused on displaced persons whose numbers topped 60 million according 
to a report from the United Nations.  In partnership with Google, The Times shipped free 
Google Cardboard VR viewers to its one million subscribers, into which smartphones can 
be inserted to experience the immersive content.  Since then, subscriptions to The Times 
have rocketed skyward, particularly its digital products.  In 2015, the vast majority of the 
news operation’s one million subscribers were consuming the print product.  In 2020, the 
vast majority of its seven million subscribers could be found on the digital platform. 

News media generally utilised an interactive, layered approach to report the spread 
of the coronavirus as well as the results of the 2020 election which spread over days, from 
the actual day of the election, November 3, to the final tally, days later.  

Also, a diverse array of news outlets, from The New York Times to Apple News, 
employed data and algorithms to continuously report the results.

Bing is an example of a data-driven, automated and interactive visual news platform 
for the pandemic optimised for mobile access. Produced by Microsoft, Bing is more than 
a search engine, although that is its primary function.  It also serves as a news aggregator 
and summarisation tool, and among its features is a COVID-19 Tracker.  On 11 November 
2020, the Bing COVID-19 Tracker stated that there were 10,331,929 COVID-19 cases 
in the U.S., with 140,668 new cases reported in the past 24 hours.  Active cases totalled 
4,284,345, recovered cases, 5,804,648, and fatal cases, 242,936 with 1,228 in the past 24 
hours.  The tracker enables the user to touch the total case on a particular date and obtain 
an instant breakdown, which discloses various details, including global cases (51,595,737), 
and a breakdown for all 50 U.S. states.  A map of the U.S. visually displays the cases by 
state, which the user can touch and obtain layers of details about each state, including a 
colour-coded representation of cases by county.  

USA Today created a similar interactive election coverage graphic which offered 
users a layered news engagement experience very similar to Bing’s COVID-19 Tracker 
(Zaiets, Thorson, Sullivan, & Haseman, 2020).

News media also have produced podcasts regarding COVID-19. The New York 
Times produced a daily podcast, which provided multiple audio reports on the COVID-19 
pandemic.  The Times’ podcast audience has grown substantially, increasing to three million 
daily downloads during the pandemic. This is “despite the change in morning routines for 
many listeners” (Quah, 2020).

The Columbia Journalism Review (CJR) produced a podcast that represented 
the intersection between the COVID-19 pandemic and local journalism.  The podcast 
reported, “When an outbreak like the COVID-19 pandemic hits, local journalists serve 
as first responders for global surveillance efforts” (Darrach, 2020).  The podcast detailed 
the process, offering specific examples, “Elisabeth Rosenthal was a young physician when 
the AIDS epidemic hit New York City; she later covered the SARS crisis in China for 
the New York Times. Samantha Pak is Senior Editor at the Kirkland Reporter, the local 
paper covering the Life Care Centre nursing home, where 19 residents have died from the 
coronavirus.” 
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MISINFORMATION AND NEWS ABOUT COVID-19

A Pew Research Center survey conducted during the pandemic revealed that more than 
half  (53%) of the U.S. population obtained news from social media (Shearer & Mitchell, 
2021).  Facebook was the most used for news (36%), followed by YouTube (23%).  Among 
those who used YouTube to obtain news, nearly three-quarters (72%) said that YouTube 
is an important way to get news (Stocking, van Kessel, Barthel, Matsa & Khuzam, 
2020).  Moreover, on YouTube,” Americans are as likely to often turn to independent 
channels as they are to established news organization channels; videos from independent 
news producers are more likely to cover subjects negatively, discuss conspiracy theories” 
(Stocking et al., 2020). 

A research survey conducted in April 2020 showed that for many Americans, local 
news plays a critical role as a news source during the COVID-19 outbreak. “Six-in-ten 
Americans (61%) said they were following news about the coronavirus outbreak at both 
the national and local level equally” (Shearer, 2020). About one-fourth (23%) reported 
“paying more attention to news at the local level, while 15% said they were focused more 
on COVID-19 news at the national level.”

For most Americans, President Trump’s COVID-19 messaging is seen as flawed, 
and even considered as misinformation; they looked instead to the news media for more 
reliable information, although partisan differences exist.  “When it comes to Trump’s 
statements, nearly six-in-ten U.S. adults (57%) say the president has been delivering the 
wrong message about the coronavirus outbreak to the country, and two-thirds say Trump 
and his administration only sometimes or hardly ever get the facts right about the outbreak. 
The survey also finds large partisan gaps when it comes to the administration’s credibility 
and messaging about the pandemic” (Jurkowitz, 2020).

Although Americans demonstrated high interest in news during the pandemic, 
research shows that they grew weary of the constant onslaught of COVID-19-related news 
and other news generally.   “Americans (66%) feel worn out by the amount of news there 
is, while far fewer (32%) say they like the amount of news they are getting”, according to 
a Pew Research Center survey of more than 12,000 U.S. adults conducted in October and 
November of last year – the first survey in the Center’s nearly yearlong Election News 
Pathways project. This feeling of news fatigue has not escaped journalists either, “some of 
whom have voiced their exhaustion with the news cycle and the seemingly endless stream 
of information” (Gottfried, 2020).

Another threat to quality journalism in 2020 has been governmental efforts to 
suppress or even censor news about COVID-19.  The New York Times reported that 
the government of China sought to suppress all negative news about the pandemic. “Li 
Wenliang, a doctor who had warned about a strange new viral outbreak only to be threatened 
by the police and accused of peddling rumours, had died of COVID-19. ‘Chinese censors’ 
ordered news websites not to issue push notifications alerting readers to his death” (Zhong, 
Mozur, Kao & Krolik, 2020).

Ferreira and Borges (2020) studied media dependency during the first week 
of pandemic-related emergency in Portugal. During the first week of March 2020, 244 
individuals in Portugal completed a survey about how they gained access to information 
about COVID-19, and notably, “how they acted critically towards the various sources 
and how they assessed the reliability of different media.” The study also examined the 
“association between the type of medium chosen and adherence to misinformation content 
about the virus.” Results showed “conventional media being privileged as the main source, 
and positively distinguished in terms of confidence.” The study, however, also revealed a 
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statistically significant positive association “between the use of social media as the main 
source and the acceptance of misinformation.”

Cinelli et al. (2020) also studied patterns and sources of misinformation and its  
acceptance during the pandemic by conducting a “data analysis on Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, 
Reddit and Gab.” They analysed “engagement and interest in the COVID-19 topic” and found 
that COVID-19 related information during the pandemic spread from questionable sources. 
They found “different volumes of misinformation in each platform.” They also reported that 
“social media platforms such as YouTube and Twitter provide direct access to an unprecedented 
amount of content and may amplify rumours and questionable information.” This represents a 
“seismic shift from the traditional news paradigm” in which news is vetted for accuracy before 
publication.  This shift toward unfiltered social media news and misinformation can deeply 
impact “the construction of social perceptions and the framing of narratives” among the public. 

Slowing things down
Gaining traction during the pandemic is the slow news movement (Laufer, 2014).  Dr. Peter 
Laufer, James Wallace Chair in Journalism at the University of Oregon, reported from his 
home during the pandemic, “Four weeks into my radical news detox, I am thrilled to report 
that it is a screaming success” (Laufer, 2020).  An award-winning journalist formerly with NBC 
News, Laufer has deliberately limited his news consumption during the pandemic to one day a 
week, Sunday, where he can sit down with a cup of coffee and slowly digest the news.

The slow news movement, of which Laufer is a principal architect, is a response to 
the increasingly hyper-frenetic pace of news, fuelled at least in part by the Internet and social 
media.  Fast news may be needed in times of crisis or emergencies when human lives are at 
stake (e.g., a fire, a terrorist attack).  But it has increasingly become a characteristic of life 
in the modern society. Fast news often leads to a variety of problems, among them, errors 
in reporting when the race to be fast or first in the news means fact-checking shortcuts or 
failure to adequately source the facts, or a public exhausted by the constant stream of news 
or at least ostensibly news flowing across the Internet and onto screens and other digital 
platforms.  It can lead to misinformation when users share news items that are incorrect. It 
also means the public has less time to digest important news items to make sense of them 
or interpret them.  In other words, a shallowness of understanding.

The news media and the public have increasingly become accustomed to getting the 
news fast, and these heightened expectations of fast news can create a dangerous never-
ending cycle of faster and faster news, more errors, and less understanding and potentially 
news user burnout.  

Slow news invites everyone to slow down, take a breath, and disconnect from the 
constant news stream.  Slow news featured significantly during the U.S. presidential election 
as news media refused to call the results prematurely despite calls for same-day results.

Fighting misinformation
Counteracting misinformation with quality journalism is one answer to a problem that 
increasingly plagues the modern online world.  But it is also critically important that social 
media take action against false or misleading information, whether COVID-19 related or 
not.  In 2020, leading social media networks including Facebook and Twitter increasingly 
labelled false or misleading information.  It is difficult to determine the exact volume of 
misinformation on the pandemic posted to social media for a number of reasons, including 
how misinformation is defined and measured. But available data suggests it is substantial.  
According to Facebook, the social platform in April 2020 labelled 50 million pieces of 
information about the coronavirus as misinformation (Solon, 2020).  Facebook also 
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reported that between April and June of 2020, its fact-checkers identified and applied 
warning labels to 98 million pieces of COVID-19 misinformation (Culliford, 2020). 
Facebook also reported that during this period, the network removed 7 million pieces of 
potentially harmful misinformation content (Culliford, 2020).

An international study of 1,406 journalists revealed that most (82%) admitted that 
Facebook is the worst offender in terms of misinformation about COVID-19 and other matters 
(Meade, 2020).  Google Search, Twitter, and YouTube also often spread disinformation 
about COVID-19, say journalists surveyed.  The International Center for Journalists (ICFJ) 
and the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia University conducted this survey.

Views of misinformation about COVID-19 on social media also seem to be 
substantial.  One report by advocacy group, Avaaz indicated, “misleading health content 
has racked up an estimated 3.8 billion views on Facebook, over the past year, peaking 
during the COVID-19 pandemic,” (2020).  Ten “superspreader” sites were especially 
problematic in sharing health misinformation.  These sites had “almost four times as many 
Facebook views in April 2020 as equivalent content from the sites of 10 leading health 
institutions, such as the World Health Organization and the Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention” (Culliford, 2020).  

Research indicates viewership of false or misleading information is growing, 
especially among highly partisan groups.  Newsmax, for example, “has pushed a wide 
range of election-related conspiracy theories and lifted its share of total views among 
Conservative channels to 5% (on YouTube) in the week of November 5-12 from less than 
1% for September and October. Its most-viewed video during the week was a segment with 
Rudolph W. Giuliani, President Trump’s personal lawyer, presenting what he claimed to 
be evidence of voter fraud” (Wakabayashi, 2020).  Likewise, “other channels promoting 
claims of election rigging saw their share grow. The Next News Network, which went viral 
with a video promoting a falsehood about the vote in Pennsylvania, recorded an increase 
in share to 2.7% after the election from 1.5%, while One America News Network lifted its 
share from 0.7% to 1.5% before the election” (Wakabayashi, 2020).

QAnon has been one of the most visible sources of misinformation and conspiracy 
theories. Social media platforms have begun to act against it. “In August (2020), after 
years of activists calling for Facebook to take a stronger stance against QAnon—which 
has promoted violence, anti-Semitism, racism, and COVID-19 misinformation on the 
platform—Facebook took a step forward. They announced that they would be restricting 
QAnon content by removing it from recommendation algorithms and taking down pages 
and accounts that discussed real-world violence” (Ellis, 2020).  Facebook reported that the 
August action resulted in the removal of 1,500 Facebook groups and pages, “but QAnon 
has continued to flourish. Experts think it’ll go on flourishing, ban or no ban,” (Ellis, 
2020).  QAnon has instructed its followers to mask their identity by removing the term 
QAnon or even the letter Q, and instead use the number “17” as their call sign (Ellis, 2020).  
QAnon has also moved to other social platforms friendlier to conservative political groups 
and more tolerant of misinformation. These sites include Gab, MeWe and Parler.

Likewise, as the major social media networks have become more aggressive 
labelling or removing misleading information about COVID-19 or other topics, they have 
inadvertently fuelled the growth of usage of the alternative social media misinformation 
ecosystem.  The New York Times reported that since the U.S. presidential election, millions 
of users have moved to alternative social media sites such as Gab, MeWe, Newsmax, Parler, 
and Rumble (Isaac & Browning, 2020).

Rigorous fact-checking helps to ensure the reliability or accuracy of news and 
thereby build trust in news media.  Trust in news, however, is also deeply divided along 
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partisan lines. Pew Research Center survey data reveal that “CNN is trusted by 70% of 
self-described liberal Democrats, but only 16% of conservative Republicans – a gap of 54 
percentage points. Conversely, Fox News is trusted by 75% of conservative Republicans 
but only 12% of liberal Democrats – a 63-point gap” (Gramlich, 2020).

At the same time, Americans show a fairly high level of critical thinking skills with 
regard to media.  Pew Research Center survey data indicate that most Americans say it 
is healthy to maintain a sceptical eye on what they see in the news media.  One area that 
concerns most Americans in this regard is the potential financial conflicts of interest.  
In fact, nearly three-fourths (72%) of American adults “say news organizations do an 
insufficient job telling their audiences where their money comes from” (Gottfried, Walker 
& Mitchell, 2020).

Notably, Pew Research Center data reveal that the American public has a generally 
favourable view of news media reporting about the COVID-19 pandemic.  Yet, “While 
the American public has a more positive than negative assessment of the news media’s 
COVID-19 coverage, Americans’ broader views of the media are more evenly divided or 
more negative.” In particular, “Americans are split in their confidence in journalists: About 
half  (48%) have at least a ‘fair amount’ of confidence in journalists to act in the best 
interests of the public, while a similar percentage (52%) shared that they have not much or 
no confidence” (Gottfried et al., 2020). 

Fact-checking during the COVID-19 pandemic
Eliminating bias, and perceived bias, while raising ethical standards and practices are 
also key factors in building trust. Demonstrating objectivity in news coverage through 
transparency of sources is essential. It is also vital to minimise use of anonymous sources 
and rely on them only when absolutely necessary, such as when a whistleblower’s identity 
must be shielded to protect against reprisals, when there is no other way to obtain the 
information and it can be verified by another reliable source, or when stories involve victims 
of abuse and anonymity can shield them against further harm.

One effective and efficient strategy journalists are increasingly using in fact-checking 
involves Wikipedia. Misinformation often involves a potentially biased source that mimics 
a credible source.  Such is the case with the American College of Pediatricians, which has 
been of source of misinformation about the pandemic, especially as it relates to children 
(e.g., https://acpeds.org/blog/COVID-19-dire-costs-and-alternative-strategies). The name 
of the organisation appears to be a credible source.  But, in fact, it is a conservative political 
group advancing a conservative social and political agenda. Its name is designed to mimic 
the American Academy of Pediatricians, which is in fact, a legitimate medical organisation 
and reliable source of scientifically based information.  If  a message on social media or 
elsewhere is sourced to the American College of Pediatrics, a reporter seeking to vet the 
authenticity of the message can begin the process of fact-checking using an efficient digital 
technique of entering into an Internet search engine, the URL for the American College of 
Pediatricians, “https://acpeds.org” followed by “Wikipedia” (CTRL-F, 2018).  This returns 
a Wikipedia page that states, “The American College of Pediatricians (ACPeds) is a 
socially conservative advocacy group of pediatricians and other healthcare professionals in 
the United States” (Wikipedia, 2020a). Adding, “The group’s primary focus is advocating 
against abortion and the adoption of children by gay or lesbian people. It also advocates 
conversion therapy.” Importantly, this is strikingly different from a comparable search using 
the URL for the American Academy of Pediatrics, “AAP.org”, followed by “Wikipedia.”  
This returns a Wikipedia page that states, “The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) is 
an American professional association of paediatricians, headquartered in Itasca, Illinois. 
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It maintains its Department of Federal Affairs office in Washington, D.C. The academy 
was founded in 1930 by 35 paediatricians to address paediatric healthcare standards. It has 
67,000 members in primary care and sub-specialist areas” (Wikipedia, 2020b).

Moreover, Wikipedia adds further clarification about the American College of 
Pediatricians regarding potential misinformation. “The organisation’s view on parenting 
differs from the position of the American Academy of Pediatrics, which holds that 
sexuality has no connection with the ability to be a good parent and to raise healthy and 
well-adjusted children.  ACPeds has been listed as a hate group by the Southern Poverty 
Law Center for “pushing anti-LGBT junk science.” 

Journalists and other fact-checkers should not rely exclusively on Wikipedia for 
vetting information. But it is a useful starting point.  Many other fact-checking resources 
have gained traction during the pandemic, including FactCheck.org, Politifact, and The 
Washington Post fact-checker.

Shifting public attitudes toward news
Attitudes toward the value of quality journalism are shifting, as are news behaviours. The 
Reuters Institute’s Digital News Report 2020 reported that more people in several parts of 
the world are paying for online news.  Also, those who pay for the news are not likely to 
stop paying (Newman, Fletcher, Schulz, Andı, & Nielsen, 2020).

“We have seen significant increases in payment for online news in a number of 
countries including the United States, 20% (+4) and Norway, 42% (+8), with smaller rises 
in a range of other markets. It is, however, important to note that across all countries, most 
people are still not paying for online news, even if  some publishers have since reported a 
‘coronavirus bump’” as stated by the report (Newman et al., 2020, p. 11).

Those who pay for news stated that they care about “the distinctiveness and quality 
of the (news) content” (Newman et al., 2020, p. 10).  This underscores the importance of 
utilising the unique qualities available in the digital environment outlined earlier.  In contrast, 
nearly half of non-subscribers (40% in the U.S. and 50% in the U.K.) admitted that nothing 
would convince them to start paying for news content (Newman et al., 2020, p. 11).

CONCLUSION

An optimistic proverb suggests that when life serves lemons, it’s best to make lemonade.  
Adapting this proverb to journalism in the time of COVID-19, the news industry can 
survive the pandemic by making digital lemonade.  The recipe for this digital lemonade 
includes at least four ingredients: 
•	 Innovate	in	a	time	of	enormous	change.		This	means	developing	novel	strategies	and	

techniques for news gathering, storytelling and content design, engaging the public 
and funding the news enterprise.  

•	 Design	 more	 engaging	 news	 content.	 This	 means	 content	 optimised	 for	 digital	
platforms, featuring interactivity, immersion, multi-sensory media and mobile access.

•	 Stay	committed	to	quality	journalism.		This	means	creating	news	content	based	on	
independent reporting, thorough fact-checking before publication as well as accurate, 
truthful and fact-based content that reflects diverse and inclusive voices.  

•	 Create	effective,	ethical,	sustainable	journalism	in	the	pursuit	of	truth.		The	pursuit	
of truth is the core mission of journalism.  Seeking truth, however, is a never-ending 
process.  It requires a continuous, rigorous commitment to finding reliable sources and 
facts, verifying those facts, assembling and delivering them in a form that is amenable 
to public engagement, acting in a moral fashion that does not harm the innocent, 



Engaging journalism: 
News in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic 

14

and operating in a fashion that can endure.  Journalism requires resources.  It is an 
expensive process.  The news industry needs a financial foundation that can support 
its essential service to society.  

Research shows that stubborn problems remain, though, for the future of journalism not 
only for the duration of the pandemic but beyond.  Among these problems are:

•	 Smaller,	 local	or	 regional	news	media	are	 struggling	 to	adapt.	 	Although	 there	are	
numerous examples of larger, metropolitan-based news media adapting and innovating 
in the digital age and through the pandemic, there are fewer cases among smaller, 
local or regional news media. They lack the resources to implement some of the 
successful strategies of larger news media organisations.  Yet, there are strategies that 
smaller news media might utilise including converting to non-profit status, employing 
micropayment as a revenue stream, and collaborating with other news media to 
expand and improve coverage.  

•	 The	role	of	digital	journalism	in	an	age	dominated	by	social	media	is	shifting.		Social	
media have emerged as increasingly important platforms for citizen engagement and 
as an environment for accessing and sharing news and information as well as mis- and 
disinformation.  Although social networks such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter have 
implemented new strategies to identify and label and even block misinformation, many 
of the most notorious misinformation and conspiracy theory groups such as QAnon 
have moved to alternative social media platforms not committed to using these tools.  

•	 Paywalls	will	 likely	exacerbate	 the	digital	divide	 in	 journalism.	 	As	news	media	have	
sought new approaches to financial sustainability, more news platforms are becoming 
increasingly expensive, with paywalls limiting or even blocking access unless payments 
are made. The economically marginalised may lack sufficient access to digital news to 
enable a fully engaged and informed public that cuts across all groups regardless of 
economic means.  Democracy may fare poorly in an age when the haves and have-nots, 
or have-less, have increasingly unequal access to news and information. The time may 
have come for public policy to recognise the need for the citizenry to have unfettered 
access to reliable, quality news, and develop a strategy, such as a public news subsidy, that 
enables all persons, regardless of economic means, equal access to quality journalism.  

Solving these problems in the news ecosystem will require a multifaceted approach.  The 
meta-analysis conducted for this paper suggests the following strategies:

1. Employ immersive and interactive storytelling to engage the public and help avoid 
fatigue with pandemic-related news

2. Depoliticise the news
3. Innovate with new funding approaches and organisational collaboration in journalism 
4. Increase inclusion in the newsroom, and 
5. Combat mis- and dis-information by reporting critically on their spread via social media 

This multifaceted approach to news in the time of COVID-19 can help society not only 
survive the pandemic, but also find a pathway to an informed electorate and a healthy 
democracy or civil society. 

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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