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Abstract: An expansive proliferation of misinformation and fake
news followed with the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, a
devastating event with lasting scars that changed the world
forever. While social media may have originally helped in
connecting people and sharing information, it may have also
triggered a heightened accessibility in spreading misinformation
and fake reports during the pandemic. The Covid-19 outbreak
cannot be held as the sole reason for the mounting scepticism
among people over the mainstream news reporting or the rising
news avoidance observed in recent years. The role of news media
organisations during pandemic situations towards disseminating
scientific and verified information is indispensable. However, a
shift from the normative role of mass media as a mere informant
and mute spectator to one that reflexively gathers and presents
socially useful news for its audience could have quelled the
misinformation-induced hysteria to a certain extent during the
peak of the pandemic—a constructive approach. This study
critically analyses the various discourses surrounding constructive
journalism and its role during the Covid-19 pandemic. It was
found that most discourses vouched for the inclusion of
constructive approaches in news sharing during crises and in
future. However, regional, geopolitical and socioeconomic
differences may allude to different understandings and contextual
applications of constructive journalism that would require greater
academic research.

Keywords: Constructive Journalism, Covid-19, Fake News,
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I. INTRODUCTION

On March 11, 2020, the novel coronavirus (Covid-19)

outbreak was declared a global pandemic by the World
Health Organisation, following the “13-fold increase’ of cases
around the world (WHO, 2020, [1]).Feinleib (2001,
[2]) defines a pandemic as an epidemic occurring all around
the world, or spread across very large expanses of land,
sometimes surpassing international boundaries and affecting
large populations; holding perfectly true for Covid-19 and its
devastating effects worldwide. Whole countries had
excruciatingly strict lockdowns and social restrictions
imposed to break the spread of viral transmission and to
contain the exponentially rising rate of infections and
mortality.
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The attack mechanism of the virus was still unknown and
baffled scientists and the medical community worldwide
before any treatment or vaccine could be discovered.

It was during this time that the requirement of mass media
to disseminate pandemic-relevant and verified information
while steering clear of misinformation and fake news was
imperatively felt. While social media may have originally
helped in connecting people and sharing information, it may
have also triggered heightened accessibility in spreading fake
and dubious information during the pandemic, a situation that
Tagliabue et al. (2020, [3]) identified as ‘the pandemic of
disinformation’.

Ever since the first verified announcement about the Covid-
19 outbreak, a barrage of
misinformation including unscientific cures and preventions,
unverified facts about the disease, along vitriolic and
polarising opinions targeting specific religious minorities,
began steadily and militantly infiltrating our media diet
(Aram & Gupta, 2022, [4]). While social media is
unregulated and operates beyond the reins of traditional
media gatekeeping, the onus of mainstream media in
dispelling fake news and dangerous misinformation is not
only crucial but also critical towards safeguarding the well-
being of citizens—especially when a global public health
hazard is at large. A rather harrowing example of fake
news that was being circulated not just on social media but
also on primetime news during the first phase of the pandemic
was that of cats and dogs being potential carriers of the virus,
leading to the abandonment of numerous pet animals
(Sharma, 2020, [5]).

One cannot pinpoint the Covid-19 outbreak as the sole
reason for the mounting doubt and scepticism among people
over the mainstream media style of news reporting or the
rising news avoidance that has been observed in recent
years.
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Figure 1: A Pandemic of Fake News and Disinformation
During the Covid-19 Period. Sources: rawpixel.
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Szabo and Hopkinson (2007, [6]) discuss how negative
bias is rather pronounced in the majority of news, which
alone cannot be declared as the yardstick for representation
of thereal world that includes positive milestones,
achievements and celebratory eventsas well. Many
researches and investigations (De Hoog & Verboon, 2020,
[7]; Potts & Sanchez, 1994, [8]; Johnson & Davey, 1997, [9])
have validated the detrimental effects of repeated and long-
term exposure to negative news content leading to depressive
mental states including anxiety, hopelessness and despair.
Benton (2020, [10]), however, argues that the blame
cannot be entirely centred over audiences’ personal news
preferences, which materialise based on the type of news
accessible to them for regular consumption. Quite sensibly, it
is the audience’s belief system that ultimately deems the
news as lacking or dishonest.

This paper critically analyses various discourses on
constructive journalism, with particular focus on its impact
and implications during the Covid-19 pandemic and intends
to contribute and expand the existing literature on the genre
through the findings.

1. DISCOURSES ON THE PANDEMIC

From television-era research (George Gerbner’s
Cultivation Theory (1976, [11]); Potts & Sanchez, 1994, [8];
and Johnson & Davey, 1997, [9]) to the more recent internet-
based news studies (Szabo & Hopkinson, 2007, [6]; De Hoog
& Verboon, 2020, [7]; and Benton, 2020, [10]), the focus has
remained upon the affective nature of negative news.

These research studies have been critical of news values,
and objectively cross-examine the underlying reasons behind
the popularity of such media content and specifically, their
effects on mental health. On one hand, the cross-national
study by Soroka et al. (2019, [12]) across
six continents, illuminates the bias for negative news in the
audience itself, which is precisely why media generators
deliberately lean towards creating and propagating content
teeming with negative premises.

Then again, Benton’s (2020, [10]) argument tries to reason
by holding media houses culpable for creating demand by
putting out the only type of content for consumption, instead
of blaming personal preferences alone. Many experimental
studies (Johnson & Davey, 1997, [9]; Szabo & Hopkinson,
2007, [6]; McIntyre & Gibson, 2016, [13]; De Hoog &
Verboon, 2020, [7]; Benton, 2020, [10]) have directly
related negative news exposure with negative emotional
states such as anxiety, depression, stress, irrationality, and
sadness. In a pre-Covid-19 world, news avoidance was
indeed on the rise and Benton (2020, [10]) assertively claims
long-term exposure to negative and sensational news has
debilitating effects on mental health being the primary
reason. However, the emergence of a never-before-seen
pandemic situation in this digitally dependent and media-
fuelled age may have perhaps reversed this situation. Being
socially cut off and overwhelmed with increasingly upsetting
news, people ravenously pursued any form of information
that could subdue the rising panic and anxiety amongst the
masses. This is where mass media should have stepped up
and actively worked towards becoming the information
handle that the common public could trust and rely on.
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Despite the distressing graveness of the situation, the usual
trope of breaking news and scoops was continually followed
by prominent news organisations worldwide, concerning
sharing information on Covid-19 symptoms, treatment,
guidelines, etc. Such ‘exclusive’ pieces of information were
often released before being verified at administrative levels,
leading to the further spread of incomplete and speculative
news.

Furthermore, pandemic restrictions like lockdowns and
subsequent social distancing were found to trigger post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) causing distressing mental
states such as anxiety, restlessness, depressive episodes,
mood swings, boredom, hopelessness and lack of sleep
(Tagliabue et al., 2020, [3]) in an increasing number of
people, particularly those in the high-risk areas (Forte et al.,
2020, [14][28][29][30][31][32]). Tagliabue et al. (2020, [3])
further highlighted the spread of fake news majorly
contributing to the onset of PTSD and ‘headline stress
disorder’ (Dong & Zheng, 2020, [15]) cases.

Figure 2 Role of Media during the Covid-19 Pandemic. Source:
Skyline International for Human Rights

While negative incidents cannot be stalled from happening
and most often portray the reality of the status quo, how it is
reported certainly can be reconsidered and redefined.
Mclintyre and Gibson (2016, [13]) emphasise the silver-
lining concept wherein reporters need not just capture
positive happenings, but also determinedly look out for
hopeful or resilient narratives emerging out of negative
scenarios. The authors assert that this approach not
only allows media organisations to carry out their normative
duty of reporting negative incidents but also offers a chance
to present a glimmer of hope to the audience through silver-
line stories highlighting even the tiniest of positive outcomes
in any given negative situation.

It need not be explicitly mentioned how indispensable the
role of news media organisationsis during pandemic
situations towards disseminating scientific and verified
information. However, a shift from the normative role of
mass media as a mere informant and mute spectator to one
that reflexively gathers and presents news that is socially
useful for its audience could have quelled the
misinformation-induced hysteria to a certain extent during
the peak of the pandemic—a constructive approach.
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van Antwerpen et al. (2022, [16]) point out how the
affective nature of negative news on mental health along with
the onslaught of misinformation and fake news during
the Covid-19 period led to the point of contention over the
role of news media that should disseminate indispensable
public health information and not become a source of distress.
The authors recommend the adoption of constructive
approaches in news production during such unfortunate
situations to remain credible while also alleviating public
distress.

Various  organisations  have been practising
constructive journalism, even before the Covid-19 period.
Propelled by a positive psychology approach, this form of
journalism is different from positive news that may sugarcoat
or paint a rosy picture of what is happening around us, while
refusing to feature negative or tragic events.

Constructive journalism is defined as an emerging form of
journalism that focuses on solving real-time social issues
through the application of positive psychology techniques in
news coverage that is productive and engaging for the
audience (Mclintyre & Gyldensted, 2017, [17]).

Touted as the next megatrend in journalism (Haagerup,
2017, [18]), it is a relatively new practice that is being hailed
by many media organisations and workplaces around the
world as a counter to negativity and sensationalism
in news, while also initiating social change in the news media
landscape as one of its primary goals. Drawing inspiration
from the field of positive psychology, Gyldensted put forth
five elements that can be adopted by practitioners of
constructive journalism, namely, “Expand the Mind, Storm
the Brain, Change the Question, Tell it Right and Move the
World” (2015, p. 14, [19]). She further indicates the
involvement and contribution of journalists are key in
changing the news mediascape that has been infiltrated with
negative, polarising and sensational stories in recent
decades.

The Constructive Institute recognises the genre as an
alternative way of news creation that believes in providing an
accurate and contextualised image of the world fairly to its
audiences, without just focusing on the negative or
wrongdoings alone and «calls it “a response to
increasing tabloidization, sensationalism and negativity bias
of the news media today” (2022, [20]).

While a certain adherence to the normative journalistic
aspects of objectivity and accuracy still exists (Aitamurto &
Varma, 2018, [21]), what sets this field apart is its positive
approach towards analysing and resolving issues persistent in
society. Through a public-oriented perspective, more
diversity and inclusiveness of opinions, Hermans and
Gyldensted (2018, [22]) explain that practitioners of
constructive journalism aim to add value to their coverage of
current affairs and news through solution-based, call-to-
action and future-oriented standpoints. They also illuminate
how the field and its approaches demand a sense of
responsibility in  journalists towards society as a
whole through the impact of news.

Additionally, other major proponents of this field include
Ulrik Haagerup and Karen Mclntyre, who, along with many
others, have been relentlessly working in the last few years
towards projecting the future that constructive journalism
holds for society. Thisis envisioned through the active
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engagement of journalists in seeking solutions to pressing
issues rather than just leaving it to ‘informing.’

In 2016, six classifying elements of constructive
journalism were developed by the Journalism Department of
the Windesheim University of Applied Sciences (2022, [23])
in the Netherlands, namely, ‘solution-oriented framing of
news’, ‘future orientation’, ‘inclusiveness and diversity’,
‘empowerment of people’, ‘explaining contexts rather than
only incidents’, and ‘co-
creation’. These were conceptualised to foster education,
research practices, industrial application and international
cooperation in tandem with the field.

However, in 2020, everything changed in the face of the
pandemic. Lockdown and social distancing now proved an
impediment to newsgathering and journalism as a whole.
With misinformation, fake news and foul elements at play,
the defining elements of constructive journalism would now
require additional engagement towards discerning real and
verified information from the barrage of misinformation that
was a click away. Constructive journalism fundamentally
aims at social empowerment and community well-being, and
given the mental state of people worldwide during the Covid-
19 pandemic, the need for fact-checked, verified and morale-
boosting news became even more pronounced. Constructive
news organisations employed  fact-checking ~ measures
and also shared exemplary stories of unsung heroes and
community uplift that may offer anxiety-ridden and
overwhelmed citizens a ray of hope amid despair and loss
during the pandemic.

As for the impact assessment of constructive news during
the pandemic period, Overgaard’s (2021, [24]) study is rather
insightful. The study focused on Covid-19 roused concerns
about anxiety, racial bias, and pushback against public health
recommendations emerging during this period that were
further amplified by the news and social media in the
US. Subjects in the study were randomly exposed to
simulated social media news updates with different headlines
and images and it was found that the respondents felt less
angry and anxious towards positive and constructive
headlines than negative headlines. A deliberate absence of
graphic imagery that was prominent in the original pandemic
news coverage was found to bring down not just anger and
anxiety along with risk perceptions but also the anti-Chinese
sentiment among the audience. The study suggests the
usefulness of constructive journalism during crises
like Covid-19 pandemic, where appropriate content sharing
is key to keeping public morale up amidst negative
and sensationalised news as well as misinformation.

An online experiment by Schafer et al. (2022, [25]) was
another study conducted to gauge the impact of restorative
narratives in news stories on readers during the
pandemic period, concerning their emotional, cognitive,
evaluative and behavioural reactions. Highlighting how
people overcome adversities, the restorative narrative in news
stories has been hailed by researchers as a constructive
approach to sharing negative news without emotionally
overwhelming audiences (Fitzgerald et al., 2020, [26]).
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Though the sample of the study may have been limited, the
authors found that the results corroborated the findings of
many prior studies that asserted how news projecting
considerably positive outlooks were found to elevate the
moods of people and thereby, pointing towards constructive
news paving the way for better collective mental health in
society in the longer run.

In the research conducted by van Antwerpen et al. (2022,
[16]), the perspectives of journalists interested in constructive
approaches from four continents were qualitatively
investigated to underline the benefits and applications of
constructive  news  reporting  during Covid-19. They
discovered that the practitioners found these approaches to
aid their work not just as journalists but also as educators
while providing hopeful narratives in place of inciting
unwarranted panic through alarmist narratives. The authors
suggest that constructive approaches in news reporting can
bring a certain balance in providing authentic information
without negatively affecting general mental health in dire
situations such as the pandemic.

However, these observations do not carry over
homogenously across the world. A study conducted in
Zimbabwe draws attention to how constructive journalism
under state apparatus can eventually prove futile if used to
mask administrative inefficiencies during the critical
pandemic period. Observations in Tshabangu & Salawu’s
(2022, [27]) study countered the general idea of constructive
news eliciting positive emotions. In most instances, the
researchers found that the readers in the country were
infuriated by such news and felt these were propagandistic
and only served the interests of those in power.

The underlying differences among these studies on the
deployment of constructive journalism during the pandemic
could be attributedto  the variance in  regional,
socioeconomic, demographic and geopolitical factors.
Beyond the scope of this study, an expansive exploration of
what constructive journalism means and its implications over
different social and political structures across the world
would help expand the existing literature, while shedding
light on what works and what does not, in different contexts
that could be put into real-time action.

111. CONCLUSION

While the emerging form of constructive journalism may
still have many miles to conquer before ascertaining its stance
into the mainstream mediascape, its deployment during the
catastrophically life-changing event of Covid-19 pandemic
in  different countries through different formats
and approaches, has much to be inferred from. While this
study focused more on the positive psychology approach of
constructive journalism, its solutions-based approach has a
greater scope of analysis that need not be limited to just the
periphery of crises like the Covid-19 pandemic. The above
discourses do emphasise that constructive approaches have
great potential towards the future of journalism by redefining
its traditionally rigid stances, dispelling misinformation and
focusing on uplifting solutions amid adversity. Much more
academic research is required to validate these factors.
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