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After completing semi-structured interviews with eleven news professionals about coverage of 

the COVID-19 vaccine, the following common themes were identified and will be explained in 

this analysis:  Quickly changing information, politics/lack of trust, misinformation, reputable 

sources, and transparency. 

Quickly Changing Information 

During the timeframe of December 18, 2020, through April 5th, 2021, local news was dealing 

with an influx of changing, and many times confusing, information about the COVID-19 

vaccine.  Nearly all the subjects interviewed described information as fluid and quickly changing 

in some way.  

Interview subjects D, J, H, and A described information as constantly changing and conflicting, 

forcing them to cross check references before reporting on any information involving the 

COVID-19 Vaccine. 

Here’s how they described the experience of quickly changing information. 

Interview Subject D: “The biggest problem we saw was how everchanging everything was that, 

at times, you had to kind of backtrack on information. You can look back on the masks. The 



CDC said, ‘Don't wear a mask.’ And then they said, ‘Wear a mask.’ So, you're constantly 

concerned.” 

Interview Subject J: “The health department, the city, the state, often times they were well-

meaning but sometimes gave out conflicting information which drove people up the wall here 

and, of course, viewers, too, because I don't know how many times I would get a call from a 

viewer saying, ‘Well, the rule has changed from yesterday,’ I would have to say, ‘Yes, they did,’ 

but that was part of the evolving science of the pandemic.” 

Interview Subject H: “I also think the information changed so quickly. It was a challenge to keep 

up all the time and to make sure because people were not -- they were getting it bits and pieces. 

So, I feel like we also were very diligent with posting it on our websites so people could go and 

read the very latest. So, it almost felt like at a point, we would say one thing in the morning 

newscasts and then it would be something totally different by the evening.” 

Interview Subject A: “It was just a lot of following up with the state or the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency or the companies that were running you know your CVS or Walgreens or 

Publix, trying to get all that clarified and just try and keep up with the rapid changes because it 

was changing a lot.” 

Politics and Lack of Trust 

In summer of 2020, scientists, medical experts, and the White House Coronavirus Task Force 

were all still in the discovery phase of the COVID-19 vaccine.  It was so new, and many people 

had questions.  But the answers to those questions came from various sources, and many were 

politicians.  Add in social media’s spread of misinformation and this country was divided. 



Interview subjects J and C both blame partisan politics for fueling misinformation.  Their 

responses to RQ2, “How do you know you can trust your sources?” 

Interview subject J: “The pandemic became politicized from almost the start because there was a 

portion of the United States that did not want to confront the fact that they were about to be 

overwhelmed by something that they couldn't control. So better to say it's all a hoax. It's not 

going to be an issue for us. Don't worry about it. And then it took off and things got locked down 

and people were being told normal lives were not normal anymore and they couldn't do this, they 

couldn't do that. And there was backlash to it because, again, the lack of trust. And then another 

lack of trust broke up or broke out and that was, ‘we don't trust that the government’ or ‘sections 

of the government are trying to exploit the pandemic for long-term political goals.’ And then all 

the misinformation went out there on social media. And that's going to be a challenge to 

mainstream media forever. If they see it somewhere else and they don't see it on our platforms, 

they say, why not?” 

Interview subject C: “I think the fact that COVID and later vaccinations became a political issue 

made it much more challenging than most because in a public health emergency, you want to 

believe that everybody is pushing in the same direction. And even though they (i.e. politicians) 

didn't have a lot of answers in the beginning, you want to believe that everything was a good 

faith effort to get out the best information. But we quickly learned that that wasn't the case.” 

Misinformation 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention explains misinformation like this:  

Misinformation often arises when there are information gaps or unsettled science, as human 

nature seeks to reason, better understand, and fill in the gaps. Most misinformation and 



disinformation that has circulated about COVID-19 vaccines has focused on vaccine 

development, safety, and effectiveness, as well as COVID-19 denialism. (CDC.gov) 

Interview subjects G and C point to this news operation’s produced in-depth series of stories for 

TV and online called the “Trust Index”.  The “Trust Index” means the news operation’s 

journalists will fact-check information or a belief that is going around, then report the results.  

It’s designed to combat misinformation. 

Interview subject G: “We had to just kind of rely on local doctors and experts, the people that we 

are hoping that they are telling us the truth.  I know that we did a few of those “Trust Index” 

(stories) based off stuff that we saw that was debunking things from social media. But, yeah, it 

was honestly just hoping that the people that are supposed to be telling us the truth are telling us 

the truth.” 

Interview subject C: “It's interesting that we have launched the “Trust Index” and prior to the 

2016 election thinking it was mostly going to be used for political-- fact-checking political 

claims. And it turned into a very useful tool to solidify our checking of facts and stamping out 

misinformation that was being circulated. But it was hard because in many cases the answers 

weren't 100%. They (i.e., medical experts) were still figuring out where this came from, how 

infectious it is, how quickly it spread. I mean, just the thing that we hate to say on TV, there were 

more questions than answers. But we have to cross check carefully go through everything that 

we put out there and either make sure it's accurate or put disclaimers on it saying, ‘This is what 

we're told.’ But there are dissenters to that information. It would become very difficult too, 

because there was such a demand for instant updates of information. And we began to know that 



some of it coming from our leaders was disinformation. And how do you fact-check things in 

real-time? There was a challenge.”  

One example this station put through the “Trust Index” was of Florida Governor Ron DeSantis 

making this statement at a news conference in July 2021: “I think there’s some misinformation 

out there where someone will say, ‘Oh, these people were vaccinated, and they tested positive.’ 

Understand a positive test is not a clinical diagnosis of illness. And so, if you’re vaccinated and 

you test positive, but you don’t get sick … Well, the name of the game is to keep people out of the 

hospital.” The reporter asked Dr. Sunil Joshi, an allergist and immunologist with Baptist Health, 

whether that was true. He said it’s not. 

Joshi explained: “A positive test for COVID-19 means that you are infected and can be 

contagious. Of course, if you are vaccinated you are much less likely to be symptomatic and as a 

result less likely to spread.” (July 2021) 

Interview subjects B and E mentioned the use of authoritative sources to debunk misinformation. 

Interview subject B: “Perhaps the biggest challenge - and this goes back to trying to clarify and 

dispel misinformation - was there were tons of stories coming out, whether it was theories about 

the origin of the virus, or the efficacy of the vaccines, or what have you. You had doctors, some 

of whom had zero background in epidemiology or immunology, putting out videos on social 

media and online which kind of clouded things at times. I would say the biggest thing for me 

anyways was mainly relying on the sources of information. If it wasn't coming from the CDC 

and if it wasn't coming from the World Health Organization-- and even that information was to 

be taken with a grain of salt because we didn't really know a whole lot. I wouldn't say it was less 



about verification, but I will say it was trying to disseminate between what was coming from an 

authoritative source and what was not.” 

Interview subject E: “I remember people talking to me saying, ‘I'm going to wait for Johnson & 

Johnson.’ And others were concerned about that because of the religious implications with 

Johnson & Johnson and how it derived from stem cells. But they thought that aborted fetuses 

were used, that type of thing. And I remember that coming up and then having to go to the health 

department. And that's where I went to, the Health Department, Hospital 1, and to Hospital 2 and 

talk to those doctors about the implications.” 

Reputable Sources 

Government agencies with a foundation in public health and infectious diseases were mentioned 

by the interview subjects as reputable sources. Most mentioned the Centers for Disease Control 

and the World Health Organization. These organizations each describe their work as rooted in 

science. 

CDC’s vaccines and immunization web content are researched, written, and approved by subject 

matter experts, including physicians, researchers, epidemiologists, and analysts. Content is 

based on peer-reviewed science. CDC leadership makes the final decision on the words, images, 

and links to best serve the information needs of the public as well as healthcare providers, public 

health professionals, partners, educators, and researchers. Science and public health data are 

frequently updated. Most pages are reviewed yearly. (CDC.gov)  

WHO is described as dedicated to the well-being of all people and guided by science, the World 

Health Organization leads and champions global efforts to give everyone, everywhere an equal 

chance to live a healthy life. (WHO.int) 



Interview subject I: “I didn't find it difficult to find good sources because, I mean, the CDC's 

website was great. And I would always be able to turn something different just by looking there, 

because they had a lot of different models you could put in. You could put in your location and 

see where you get the vaccine or how much you were at risk. And it was just information that I 

don't think everybody looked at. So, we could provide that. I felt very confident that that 

information was accurate.”  

Interview subject H: “So I felt like we could trust the information that was coming from the CDC 

as well as the White House Task Force. It was a little unnerving to hear for a while they're 

underneath President Trump because there was a time where he and Dr. Fauci were not seeing 

eye to eye. So, then we were trying to just make sure we were paying attention to even body 

language, at that point, to be able to determine people feel safe with the answers we were being 

given. When the people at the top are not on the same page, it makes it difficult to disseminate 

that information because you also have to report that there is disagreement.” 

Interview subject D: “But you have to continue with your CDC, with your FDA. Because if you 

don't believe them, who are you going to believe? We've had a streamline of doctors that we 

used here from different hospitals, and they're all major accredited hospitals. So if you had a 

similar, a same opinion from each of these, well-accredited hospitals that match the CDC, that 

match the FDA, that matches the American Academy of Pediatrics, you have to go with that 

because what else are you going to trust?” 

Another government agency, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration is the agency that approves 

or recommends the COVID-19 vaccine after extensive testing.  It also gave the emergency use 

authorization (EUA) to Pfizer, Moderna and Johnson & Johnson, which means the vaccine is not 

thoroughly tested and approved, but enough is known to justify its use. (FDA.gov)  



The FDA has regulatory processes in place to facilitate the development of COVID-19 vaccines 

that meet the FDA's rigorous scientific standards. (FDA.gov) 

Interview subject B: “I think at the time, for instance, BioNTech was relatively unknown to all of 

us. Obviously, Pfizer was a big name. It's been a household name since I was in high school and 

so that lent some credibility to the vaccine. And speaking only for myself, at the time I didn't 

understand the clear difference between FDA approval and emergency use-- or emergency use 

authorization. So that was something I kind of had to shore up my knowledge on the fly as well, 

and really understand what that meant.” 

The American Hospitals Association is made up of health care professionals who address 

national health policy, issues and trends. (aha.org) 

The people working in hospitals and health systems are trusted sources of information. 

Answering questions, sharing personal reasons for getting vaccinated, and respecting concerns 

of those not yet ready to get their vaccine are all powerful ways the health care field can help 

end this pandemic. (aha.org) 

Local doctors who belong to this group have access to the science and data shared by other 

medical professionals around the country.  Many of the interview subjects mentioned local 

doctors as their trusted sources. 

Interview subject G: “So big thing for-- really any decision that we've made on the reporting is it 

coming from a reputable source. There's a ton of misinformation, especially now. But even then, 

there was a lot of misinformation too. And doing the “Trust Index” and talking to local doctors 

and experts and all of that, it was really like making sure it came from someone we could trust.” 



Interview subject F: “We use sources that we're familiar with, doctors that we're familiar with. 

And I like to think we do a pretty good job vetting these infectious disease experts on knowing 

their stuff.” 

Interview subject I: “I think that when you think about when the vaccine became available, there 

were so many questions about if it was safe. And so, I think we wanted to make sure that we 

were providing a diverse group of experts, local people who were related to our hospitals and 

places that we trust, who could verify that that information.” 

Interview subject K: “A lot of the times, I've helped book morning show interviews or vaccine 

hotlines. We reach out to doctors that I know that we trust here at the station or the hospitals in 

our area that we frequently use to try and verify the information, have somebody come on air and 

talk. Because I feel like people might not necessarily trust our fact-checking, but when we have a 

doctor come in and talk about it and they see the face of the doctor, that's more trustworthy to 

hear it from the actual mouth of a doctor in our area.” 

Also mentioned as a reputable source for journalists was the Associated Press. A journalistic 

organization that news operations subscribe to for accurate reporting. 

The Associated Press is an independent global news organization dedicated to factual reporting. 

Founded in 1846, AP today remains the most trusted source of fast, accurate, unbiased news in 

all formats and the essential provider of the technology and services vital to the news business. 

(AP.org) 

Interview subject F: “The good thing about the Associated Press is a lot of the stories they drop; 

they actually go through-- they'll do fact-checking stories. They'll do vaccine stories where 

they'll look at each of these vaccines. And whether it's the Pfizer, whether it's the Moderna, 



what's true, what isn't true. And a lot of times we'll even fact-check claims like I think Bell's 

Palsy was one of them. People were reporting that was a side effect of getting vaccinated. And 

they went through and debunked certain claims like that.” 

Transparency 

Transparency was mentioned by some of the interview subjects. They talked about how they let 

viewers in on what was being done to make sure vaccine information was verified and true.  The 

interview subjects spoke about transparency as an effective way to c.ombat the decline of trust 

and credibility with the media. 

Interview subject B: “I know firsthand in discussing some of these stories with some of the 

people who worked on them, they say, ‘How do I handle this?’ And I just have to tell them be 

transparent about what we know and what we don't know because there's not really anything you 

can do beyond that. And even some of the physicians we were speaking with -these people who 

we place a lot of trust in- they were saying like, ‘Look, we don't know.’” 

Interview subject H: “I personally felt as though the process by which they were figuring out 

how these vaccines work was being shared with us as we were going through it. Whereas in the 

normal circumstance, with the regular creation of a vaccine, all of that would not have been 

revealed. So, I think that led to a little mistrust because the information was changing so often, 

people were like, ‘Well, they don't know what the heck they're talking about.’ And I just think it 

was part of the process of them figuring out and trying to be transparent as we were going along. 

Interview subject J: “I got mine (vaccine) the second day and having gone through that process, I 

don't know how many times I passed it along to viewers because they were worried about it. I'm 

in my mid-60s, too. I've got health issues. I said I didn't have any issues, that doesn't mean you 



won't, but I think that was helpful, that personalized our relationship with some viewers who 

were worried about getting a vaccine, but more worried that they were going to get the virus.” 

Interview subject D: “With the vaccine, I had done so much research. I had sat through those 

FDA meetings. I sat through those CDC meetings. And I had listened, and I felt comfortable 

enough getting the vaccine. And I did it. And the second dose, I got very sick. And there was a 

moment where I was so hesitant to share that with the world, because you don't want to deter 

someone who's already on the edge because they are already so distrusting of the media. But they 

would be more distrusting if I wasn't honest. I said, "Okay." I made it very public. I did a very 

day-by-day and said, "Hey, I really don't feel well at all. So, I'm sharing this with you." And it 

was crazy. Within 24 hours I felt so much better, but it kind of was like "This is exactly what the 

doctor said was going to happen." But this is so unprecedented that a certain point, we had to 

become a part of the story because how could we not report on it when I'm living through it? 

There's nothing like this. There has been nothing like this ever. And I don't think I'll ever report 

on anything quite like this again.” 

 


