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ABSTRACT

During the COVID-19 pandemic, journalists took on the challenging task of gathering and distributing 
accurate information. Journalists exist as part of an ecology in which their work influences and is 
influenced by the environment. Using the framework of disaster communication ecology, this study 
explores the challenges of Malaysian journalists in news reporting and misinformation on the pandemic 
from 2021–2022. To this end, six journalists from different media organizations and news desks were 
interviewed to get their perspectives regarding their challenges in news reporting and misinformation 
during the pandemic. Five themes — struggles in gathering news on COVID-19, Work from Home 
and follow-ups, database of sources, downsizing of media outlets and creativity of journalists — 
emerged from the interviews and are discussed in this paper. The study also looks at how journalists 
think of misinformation and how the public should be more active in their fact-checking. At the time 
of the study, the six journalists interviewed also talked about the reopening of the news media  
organizations and their practices in 2022. In conclusion, it is important to note that journalists are 
important in mediating the information on COVID-19 to the public so that the latter will be better 
informed and better equipped for the new normal, during and post pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic started in early 2020 where it hit every corner of the world. In the 
initial stage, when not much was known of the virus, no one could predict the severity of the 
pandemic and how much it would affect our lives. However, through continuous new findings 
and updates reported on COVID-19, people became more informed and empowered to take 
precautions to protect themselves and their loved ones from the highly contagious virus.

As COVID-19 continued to devastate the world with the rise in the number of 
deaths and infections, news reporting too has had to adapt itself  to the new norm of 
being credible in disseminating information as the public sought diligently trustworthy 
news and reliable information (Pavlik, 2021). Filling in the vacuum of credible and verified 
information as well as disseminating it to help the public understand the pandemic better 
remains the sole responsibility of journalists around the world. 

In conversing about COVID-19, the public often thinks that the health worker  
was the frontliner in dealing with COVID-19. Little do we realize, journalists around the 
world have risked their lives, safety, their loved ones by going out to source for information 
on COVID-19. In upholding the general motto of journalism, that the public should  
know “the truth and nothing but the truth”, journalists have been covering COVID-19 
news stories despite restrictions of movement enforced throughout the world. 

Be it through television or online news portals, the dissemination of information on 
COVID-19 was crucial so that the public could understand how life-threatening the virus 
was. Communities rely on information from the media without many realizing it, as the 
media has become part and parcel of our lives. In Malaysia, journalists were and continue 
to be the mediators and key persons in delivering information on COVID-19 between the 
Health Ministry and the Malaysian public. 

 In a research commentary released in the early stages of the pandemic, Lewis 
(2020) argued that COVID-19 did not add new issues for journalists to work through but 
compounded existing issues and highlighted “the blind spots in our work”. He explained  
(p. 685), “Journalism research tends to underplay some aspects of their lived experiences. 
Consider the complexity of covering crisis and trauma while also experiencing the same 
yourself.” This applies to local journalists who are residents and stakeholders in the 
communities in which they work (Perreault, 2020). As Katz (1989) puts it, news work 
resembles the work of science. Journalists shoulder the responsibility as fact-checkers and 
information transmitters to the public. Additionally, journalists use formal, professional, 
informal, and personal means to contribute to the COVID-19 communication ecology. In 
disaster and crisis communication, journalism serves as a conduit for communications from 
public officials and experts to the broader public, which is known as the facilitative role of 
journalism (Christians et al., 2010).

 Journalists conceive of and operate their role based on their perception of their 
audiences’ needs. For example, research has shown that journalists operate in a storyteller 
role when mitigating coverage of dangerous actors (Perreault, Johnson et al., 2020), an 
enrichment role when trying to comprehensively serve a particular community (Perreault 
& Bell, 2022), and a disseminator role when attempting to maintain objectivity in a volatile 
cultural space (Perreault, Stanfield et al., 2020). In the facilitative role, the journalist’s purpose 
is to monitor, or observe, the environment for “relevant information about events, conditions, 
trends, and threats” (Christians et al., 2010, p. 139) and operate in response to a perceived 
need for collaboration. The facilitative role draws on an understanding that the journalist is 
responsible to the society and perhaps contributes to the public’s decision making in a crisis.

 This study has two objectives: a) exploring the Malaysian journalists’ challenges 
during the pandemic, and b) examining how they dealt with misinformation on COVID-19. 



SEARCH 14(3), 2022

107

LITERATURE REVIEW

Journalism, digitalisation and COVID-19
The effectiveness of media in providing information, educating people, and conducting 
social control of change processes is influenced by various factors including external ones. 
For instance, the new normal of the COVID-19 pandemic has altered the work patterns of 
journalists. Technological advances have also paved the way for everyone and anyone who is 
willing to engage actively in the production and distribution of news, a role conventionally 
restricted to reporters and media houses, thereby democratizing journalistic procedures 
(Josephi, 2016). As for the journalism profession, the Internet, for example, has enabled 
any individual who owns a smartphone, computer, or a tablet to not only write stories 
but also to produce the stories via an online or social media platform. As such, this has 
become a contentious issue, as anyone with little or no journalistic training, and without 
being attached to any news agency, can now engage in news reporting (Hadland, 2015; 
Waisbord, 2019). In addition, there is now an international news agency offering a service 
called GuardianWitness, that provides a platform for its audiences to publish their own 
eye-witness-related audio-visual materials (Višňovský & Radošinská, 2018). Thus, with 
user-generated videos and other audio-visual materials, users are longer viewed as normal 
recipients, and instead many have become journalists or photographers (Višňovský & 
Radošinská, 2018). Practically anyone with Internet access can now participate in digital 
journalism. Thus, media outlets and newsrooms are no longer the only providers of news, 
data, and comment, as a wide range of actors are contributing huge quantities of news 
content as well (Waisbord, 2019).

Journalism reporting on disaster 
There is a paucity of literature on the methods and challenges of journalists in reporting 
during disasters. Past studies have mainly focused on how to deal with crisis in social media, 
responding to the media during crisis, and how people consume crisis news reporting 
through journalism (Kormelink & Gunneiwick, 2022; Mannell & Mesee, 2022). 

It is believed that there are only approximately 10 studies found in relation to the 
challenges of news reporting among journalists during COVID-19 in various contexts. 
Amongst them, the work of Adam and Akote (2022) who investigated issues such as health, 
security, mobility, and pay cut. Another study by Perreault and Perreault (2021) revealed 
that journalists risked their lives while covering assignments during the pandemic, had to 
think outside the box in gathering news stories and remain vigilant to changes at all times. 
Another study focusing on Bulgaria’s COVID-19 community communication ecology 
(Price & Antonova, 2022) highlighted the problems the Bulgarian media and journalists 
faced which are similar to others across the world. Other studies in relation to the topic are 
Ndlovu & Sibanda (2022) and Sujoko (2022). 

This study is hoped to contribute to journalism literature, specifically on the 
challenges of journalists in news reporting during and after the COVID-19 pandemic in 
the Malaysian context. 

 
Disaster communication ecology
Disaster communication ecology (Spialek et al., 2016) refers to the resources and information 
individuals use before, during, and after a disaster. While journalists, like any individuals, 
must adapt to crises and disasters, the COVID-19 communication ecology provides an 
environment where new norms and practices can be established and tested, and perhaps 
innovated. This approach of trial and error as well as innovating is not new or confined to 
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pandemics, but rather arises from journalists seeking to establish practices focused on four 
key principles — research, a commitment to freedom of speech, a dedication to the pursuit 
of truth and accuracy in reporting, and ethics (Pavlik, 2013). From this lens, journalism 
situates itself  in an environment that involves not only of solid foundations but also 
newfound fluctuations. Journalism exists as a microenvironment within the COVID-19 
communication ecology. The dissemination of information by journalists relies on the 
capacity of journalists and the overall composition of the media environment. Therefore, 
the function of news in crisis and disaster communication reflects the overlapping roles 
of citizens, organizations, and journalists through social media (Houston et al., 2015). 
News organizations might engage the public online more often during a crisis or disaster, 
and therefore the social media’s structure creates a much more complex ecosystem for 
information stakeholders (Paulussen & Harder, 2014; Weaver & Willnat, 2016). Hence, 
journalism serves as a conduit by which the public may not only learn but also document 
and share information about a crisis. While journalists, like any individuals, must adapt 
to crises and disasters, the COVID-19 communication ecology provides an environment 
where new norms and practices can undergo testing and innovations. 

Further, due to the rapid spread of misinformation on COVID-19, journalists have 
to doubly work hard to establish practices grounded on the aforementioned key principles.

METHODOLOGY

The research design employed a qualitative method with in-depth interviews conducted 
in July – August 2021 and September 2022. This timeframe was selected to examine the 
nature of news reporting of Malaysian journalists during the pandemic, as well as after 
restrictions were loosened and when the economy had fully opened in 2022. A total of six 
interviews were conducted in 2021 through various platforms, to accommodate accordingly 
the availability and convenience of the selected journalists. Interviews for Journalists 1, 2, 
5 and 6 were conducted through Facebook messenger while Journalist 3’s interview was 
conducted through Zoom. Journalist 4’s interview was conducted through Instagram chat 
as the journalist was much comfortable doing the interview in the said platform. 

In July 2022, the same journalists were gathered once again to share their viewpoints 
on what the journalism industry is like after the re-opening of the economic sectors in 
Malaysia. Analysis of the discourse involved reading the transcripts for discursive themes, 
with awareness emphasised on the temporal context and how journalists identified their 
challenges in news reporting during the pandemic. The researcher analysed the entirety of 
the sample answers with the research questions in mind and then compared the themes to 
address the questions. 

Six journalists were interviewed regarding their challenges at their respective desks 
in various news organizations: 
• Journalist 1: Courts Desk, News Straits Times (8 years’ experience)
• Journalist 2: Current News Affairs, Berita Harian (8 years’ experience)
• Journalist 3:  Head of Digital News Department, Bernama Agency (8 years’ experience)
• Journalist 4:  Producer of AWANI TV News Programme, Astro Awani (9 years’ 

experience)
• Journalist 5: Broadcast journalist, Astro Awani (7 years’ experience)
• Journalist 6:  Former journalist at Kosmo, stringer at Utusan Malaysia (15 years’ 

experience)
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Initially, the researcher aimed to conduct in-depth interviews with 10 journalists, 
however, in the end, only six journalists were available to share their thoughts on the 
different challenges of news reporting in their respective desks. Hence, while this study 
does not represent the full spectrum of challenges faced by Malaysian journalists in news 
reporting during COVID-19, it does provide a glimpse into the topic. 

In-depth interviews 
The in-depth interviews were conducted based on the following questions: 
a. Can you describe in brief  your day-to-day routine in news reporting?
b. What were the challenges that you faced in terms of news reporting skills during the 

start of the pandemic?
c. How are you adapting now in your day-to-day routine a year after the pandemic? 

Have your news reporting skills changed?
d. How has COVID-19 affected the journalism industry? In a good or bad way?
e. What do you think about the misinformation that the public has on the COVID-19 

vaccine?
f. How can we combat viral forwarded messages distributed through social media 

platforms, for instance (WhatsApp), that create an inaccurate perception of the 
COVID-19 vaccine amongst the public?

The next section discusses the findings of the in-depth interviews. Each discussion 
point starts with a quotation from the journalists followed by an elaboration.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

In conversation with six journalists from various news desks and media organizations, 
five themes emerged in relation to the challenges faced by Malaysian journalists in news 
reporting during the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020 to 2021. The themes are: struggles 
in gathering news on COVID-19, Work from Home and follow-ups, database of sources, 
downsizing of media outlets and creativity of journalists during the pandemic.

1st theme — Struggles in gathering news on COVID-19 

“Many people didn’t know what COVID-19 was, so did us. We have to dig 
as much information in the beginning of 2020 to make the public understand 
how deadly the virus is. It was not easy to find information in the beginning of 
the pandemic. People were scared. We try to make the public understand by 
coming out with visuals and figures on how to stay safe from COVID 19.”  
 (Journalist 1) 

“It was hard to get information on COVID 19. As everything was new and 
unknown to us” (Journalist 2)

“We came to understand what COVID 19 is through the news events as well. 
Through that we did visuals to explain to the public how to combat the deadly 
virus”  (Journalist 3)      
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 In discussing this theme, the journalists were of the opinion that the Malaysian public 
thought that COVID-19 was a normal disease, like the flu, which infected some locals after 
their trip from China. No one knew what COVID-19 was. When more people got infected in 
2020, people started to panic and started to look for answers and solutions. Even journalists 
had very little information to go on at the beginning of the outbreak in Wuhan, China. 
However, over the next few months, as they came to understand how serious the outbreak 
was, journalists in their respective media organizations, started to ‘dig’ more and explain 
through visuals and figures in layman’s terms what COVID-19 was and how it could infect 
people. Journalists also faced the difficult task of explaining to the public that it was not safe 
to even meet family members at that point of time as well as other social distancing measures. 
Reporting included animations to emphasize to the public that it was safer to stay at home. 
Various standard operating procedures (SOPs) were given by the Ministry of Health (MoH), 
and journalists were responsible for disseminating them and reminding the public that the 
new normal must be applied in their daily lives starting from March 2020.

 
2nd theme — Work from Home and follow-ups 

“The news reporting scenario after the pandemic is divided into two if you 
are based in Berita Harian (BH). One, where journalist are being assigned to 
do a follow up and the second one would be where a journalist is assigned to 
attend a physical event, a proceeding or any breaking through events though 
the policy during the pandemic is for employees to work from home in the 
beginning of the Movement Restriction Order. If a journalist is being assigned 
to do follow ups, they have to contact any news sources from home, and in 
addition to that, they have to think outside the box, if any news source failed 
to be contacted, they have to come up with plan A, plan B, etc. Journalists 
also would be on standby to cover a physical event if there is a need to. There 
will be some leniency if the event was held through online platforms via Zoom, 
they could monitor and cover the event online or look for news stories through 
credible social media platforms of various sources. Usually, journalist have to 
verify with other colleagues to follow up with questions to the ‘source of the 
news story’ in the assignment that they covered. Situations are quite different 
in regards to the Health Ministry Press Conference whereby there will be one 
journalist to monitor social media platforms for responses, observations and 
questions from the public and another or two journalists to attend the press 
conferences physically. Selected journalists will attend these assignments.”                                     
 (Journalist 2) 
 
Journalist 2 was more active in handling news on COVID-19 as he was from the 

Current News Affairs Desk. He was responsible for attending the daily Health Ministry 
Press Conference to report on the cases during the beginning of the pandemic in Malaysia 
in April 2020. After the first restricted movement control order (MCO) was enforced by the 
government at the beginning of the pandemic, it was difficult for journalists to operate as 
usual. Reporters from various organizations and different news desks resorted to building 
a solid base of network sources and interviewees as they were expected to write up stories 
from within the four walls of their homes.

For journalists from the Current News Affairs Desk, only two from each media 
outlet were allowed to cover COVID-19 issues “on-site”. MOH used WhatsApp and Zoom 
to communicate and disseminate information and updates with reporters, and later on, used 
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the same platforms to conduct press conferences remotely, so that reporters could stay safe 
and not risk any COVID-19 infection. Remote press conferences were especially timely and 
necessary, as journalists found it hard to maintain social distancing amongst other fellow 
journalists in a closed, crowded space where interviews or press conferences were held. 

“Maintaining social distance is hard between other journalists, as we are always 
crammed with each other to get news sources on record” (Journalist 4)

“We risk our lives every day during the pandemic and at that point of time, 
there were no vaccines available.”   (Journalist 5) 

“The public always forgot that we too are the frontliners during the pandemic.”                                    
 (Journalist 6) 

“We too didn’t see our families for such a long time, just like doctors, to keep 
our family safe from the deadly virus.”  (Journalist 2) 
    
The interviewees stressed that the public forgot that journalists were also frontliners, 

just like doctors, in getting the latest updates and transmitting them to the public in a fast 
and accurate manner. They also agreed that Internet connectivity at home was crucial. At 
times when there were disruptions of connections, journalists could not send the news on 
time to editors, and news reporting was delayed.

3rd theme — Huge database of sources

“We have to have our own sources. A huge resource helps. This is where the 
contacts you gathered throughout your career as a journalist plays an important 
role in verifying the news angle that is assigned on a day-to-day basis. At times, 
news sources wouldn’t event pick up your calls. It was very hard and challenging 
times for us not to be on the field in reporting news.”  (Journalist 1)                                           

 “It is helpful if you had a huge rapport with news sources before the pandemic, 
as it helped a lot during the pandemic as no one was out and everyone was at 
home.” (Journalist 2)                                         
 
“If you were timid before the pandemic and only rely on your other journalist 
colleagues for sources, you are going to have a hard time in getting sources as 
you have to do it own your own during the pandemic.” (Journalist 3)   
                            
Journalist 1 mentioned that they were expected to rely on their own database of 

sources for verifying news angles: “This was required by our media organizations on a day-
to-day basis”. This statement was agreed by Journalists 2 and 3. Journalist 3 added: “to be 
bold is a quality that every journalist should possess as if you do not have that quality and 
only rely on other colleagues, you will have a hard time in getting news sources. During the 
pandemic, a journalist stands alone in doing a news story.” In short, all the journalists agreed 
that, “you are a one man show during the pandemic in getting and writing a news story.”

Journalists had to strategize in terms of which source, purpose as well as news 
angles to help them write their news reports in a systematic order. They could no longer 
rely on just a clutter of their existing contacts. A system had to be applied to speed up 
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the writing process. Challenges were aplenty when sources were not able to or not willing 
to cooperate; some would not even pick up phone calls to verify information. In other 
situations, sources did not give any added value to their news story whereby their feedback 
or responses were not substantial enough to support credible news reports.

4th theme — Downsizing of media outlets

“I myself, a long-time news editor had to leave my media organization due to 
the pandemic, where it could not sustain a great number of journalists. For 
those who are still around, they have to cover a big number of assignments on 
a daily basis to accommodate the amount of news story to be published in our 
news portal” (Journalist 6)

“Many of our friends have left the newsroom willingly and unwillingly due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic” (Journalist 1) 

“It was sad to see our colleagues who left the organization to do other 
alternative methods to find money for their family than pursuing their passion 
in journalism, due to the pandemic.”  (Journalist 2) 

“We have to cover a great deal of assignments to accommodate the downsizing 
of our media outlets, sometimes we do struggle a lot with meeting timely 
deadlines.”  (Journalist 4)                                                   

Due to the pandemic, various media organizations had to make the difficult decision 
of letting go journalists and downsizing their operations. As a result, the remaining 
journalists became overloaded with daily assignments covering the pandemic and endemic.

5th theme — Creativity of COVID-19 journalists

“Equip yourself with the most skills as it’s not enough to only know how to 
write. Editing, knowing how to navigate through various social media platforms 
are important as we have to keep up with the changes in technology in news 
reporting.” (Journalist 3)                                                        

“Be creative and think outside the box”  (Journalist 2) 

“Be bold and learn other new skills other than writing, like editing videos.”  
 (Journalist 4)
 
Advice from the majority of the interviewed journalists to aspiring journalists is to 

equip oneself  with various skills in news reporting. In today’s fast-paced digital world, it 
is not enough to know how to write news in an inverted news pyramid style or a feature, 
but other skills such as video editing and social media platforms, have also become crucial. 
During the pandemic, journalists were expected to be a one-man-show with no assistance 
from colleagues, hence the main quality expected of a journalist today is to be an all-
rounder. Nevertheless, senior journalists expressed their fear that if  an undergraduate were 
to join the news industry during the pandemic, the essence of real journalism, which is to 
go out for assignments and interview people, will be missed out.
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Misinformation on COVID-19

“Netizens out there should check various viewpoints and news stories and try 
to rely on credible news portals in reading information on COVID-19. Netizens 
should be more critical on news information before they share information 
within their close community.” (Journalist 5)

“Don’t spread news that you are unsure of, it’s dangerous.”  (Journalist 4) 

“Read as many news stories from credible websites, than come to your own 
point of view after that.” (Journalist 2) 

Regarding misinformation on COVID-19, most journalists felt that Malaysian citizens 
should fact-check and rely only on credible news portals for information on COVID-19. 
Citizens should be more media literate and not complacent in accepting any information 
they come across. Firstly, citizens should be more critical in accepting information; if the 
information is true, only then is sharing permitted. Secondly, the government plays an 
important role in reminding and reprimanding netizens to always fact-check before sharing 
any information in their circle or community. Public service announcements to discourage 
sharing of misinformation is not enough; there should be awareness and media literacy 
campaigns to educate citizens on a consistent and widespread basis. 

According to Mahamad et al. (2021), many social media users, regardless of gender, 
share fake news on their social media platforms without verifying its legitimacy and its impact 
on others. In contrast to Chadwick and Vaccari (2019) who found that those who normally 
share fake news are males, the study by Mahamad et al. (2021) found that both males and 
females share fake news. Typically, social media users are not aware that a piece of news is 
fake until someone points it out. The findings of this study agree with the statistics highlighted 
earlier, whereby 63% of Malaysians are unable to distinguish between true and fake news 
(Zin, 2018). Journalists in this study also agreed that netizens should be critical and fact-
check when coming across any dubious information or news updates before disseminating it 
to their circles or close communities. 

Opening of economic sectors in 2022
Moving forward to 2022, the same six journalists concluded that the reopening of all 
economic sectors in Malaysia has enabled news reporting to return to its normal practices. 
While several media organizations have already scrapped hybrid working arrangement, all 
COVID-19 SOPs are still being adhered to, so that risk of COVID-19 spread is minimal. 
Press conferences are back to normal, done physically, but some government ministries 
or agencies still conduct via Zoom according to the needs of the news event. For current 
events which are not news breaking, news releases are distributed through WhatsApp 
groups to make way for other major news events. In relation to court proceedings, some 
judges prefer online communication, hence emails and Zoom links are distributed to court 
desk journalists, accordingly for news stories.

CONCLUSION

The pandemic has been a critical turning point for journalists in innovating their profession 
and work practices. Based on the theory of Disaster Communication Ecology, journalists 
in this study have maintained the four key principles of which are research, a commitment 
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to freedom of speech, a dedication to the pursuit of truth and accuracy in reporting 
and maintaining journalism ethics throughout their news reporting. The findings also 
demonstrate that journalists must maintain and adapt to any ongoing “disaster or crisis” 
that they find themselves in, and despite all odds, deliver credible news stories to the public. 

They must develop a system in their daily routine to adapt and rely on digitalization 
and applications that are available on the Internet to conduct and find new sources to organize 
and publish credible news stories. With lesser journalists in the field, one has to conduct 
and accommodate as many news stories as possible so that the public can become informed 
citizens during crises such as the recent pandemic. Together with the public, journalists also 
find news stories through the Internet and specifically through various social media platforms 
as there are no news sources “on-site” at times. The creativity of a journalist to source for 
news and gather information becomes more crucial than ever to ensure that the public can 
still rely on credible news portals for information regarding COVID-19. 

In conclusion, news reporting during the pandemic has been a challenging phase 
for Malaysian journalists. Yet, like any other profession powering through the pandemic, 
it is important to create a sense of normalcy so that Malaysian citizens continue to be 
informed from time to time on the current issues happening around them. Due credit and 
acknowledgement should be given to journalists as the “forgotten frontliners” during the 
pandemic. Without journalists, it would not have been possible to keep the Malaysian 
community informed and updated on COVID-19, and many Malaysians would have been 
“left behind” during the pandemic. To be informed as a citizen is crucial so each individual 
can decide and act upon a course of action according to the information received. Apart 
from that, during and after the pandemic, netizens should be critical in fact-checking news 
stories as misinformation is prevalent and unavoidable in this global age. For future research 
directions, the study strongly urges other researchers in the field of journalism to focus on 
journalism issues outside of the COVID-19 context, as we have moved passed the COVID-19 
pandemic. For instance, future studies could look at the current challenges of journalists in 
various news desks, so that practitioners and stakeholders can keep abreast with the changes 
taking place in the news industry. 

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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