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As COVID-19 has spread to most countries of the world, 
information is a vital tool for encouraging people to take the 
available preventive measures to protect and save lives.

Media outlets are key public health players, shaping perceptions  
of risk and targeting communities to protect health. This 
document offers tools to help the media play their role in the 
COVID-19 pandemic response through accurate, ethical and 
responsible reporting. It also proposes ways to approach coverage 
and encourages journalists to provide advice and solutions that 
can help reduce health risks and save lives.

The priorities of the WHO Regional Offi ce for Europe during the 
COVID-19 pandemic are to save lives, protect health workers, 
fl atten the epidemiological curve to slow the spread of disease, 
and prevent cases from overloading health systems so that lives 
will not be lost due to lack of access to needed care. The WHO 
Regional Offi ce for Europe supports the countries in the region in 
adopting the measures deemed necessary to tackle the pandemic.

Having clear, timely and accurate information from reliable 
sources is vital for people in various situations during this 
pandemic. The information that is given must acknowledge 
uncertainty and help people protect themselves and prepare for 
different possible scenarios during the pandemic. This is essential 
for containing the spread of COVID-19 and the fear associated 
with it and mitigating its impact.
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As a public health organization, 
information and evidence is our life 
blood. Like you, it is our highest calling 
to communicate the truth. But in a time 
of rapid change, truth is uncertain and 
complicated to explain. The security of 
conclusion is a luxury that is swiftly swept 
away by new evidence. 

Our experts – epidemiologists, virologists, 
clinicians – know it is their duty to 
communicate about science. When they 
agree to live television interviews they are 
placing their trust in you to ensure their 
messages are faithfully represented. 

We are opening up as never before with 
regular, live media briefi ngs. We answer  
hundreds of queries every week, trying 
our hardest to make your deadlines 
our deadlines. This openness has been 
repaid many times over by your work and 
together we have scored many victories 
over rumour and fake news. There’s an old 
saying “never let the truth get in the way 
of a good story”, we know it can be hard to 
let a headline-grabbing story go in favour 
of a greater good, and every time you do, 
we salute you. 

Every time you explain a complicated 
concept on our behalf, you are helping 
people better understand their own 
risks and how their action can change 
outcomes. Every time your powerful 

networks reach one more person, you 
extend our outreach. Every time you draw 
a clear line between science and rumour, 
you push people’s behaviour towards the 
healthy choice. 

Our respect for you grows with every fact 
you check; every time you work with us to 
get the questions right, to interview the 
right person and accurately communicate 
their expert knowledge; every time you 
make a dry story seem interesting or a 
complex story seem simple. You make us 
stronger and we need all the strength we 
can get to fi ght this pandemic.

The pandemic is now evolving from being 
a fast-moving, acute emergency to being 
a chronic long-term crisis. Many countries 
have now entered or are about to enter a 
phase of shifting the restrictive measures 
that have been keeping people physically 
distant and thus forcing down the 
numbers of hospitalizations and deaths. 

You know, as well as we do, that people 
will get tired of hearing about COVID-19, 
the temptation to let down the guard 
will grow, economic concerns will weigh 
heavily in the balance. More than ever we 
will need you to help our voice be heard 
calling for collective responsibility. We will 
need your advocacy, integrity and zeal to 
get through this next phase and bring
the pandemic to an end.
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I. Important points
COVID-19 is a public health emergency of international concern 
and a pandemic that has rapidly spread with health, social and 
economic repercussions.

The media play a key role in providing the public with clear, 
understandable information, while promoting behaviour that 
allows people to protect their health and that of their loved ones.
By disseminating accurate information, the media can also 
minimize rumours and misinformation, helping reduce public 
anxiety and fears about this new threat.

The media can also help to change behaviours to limit the spread 
of the disease and prevent an overburdening of health systems, 
which may have limited capacity for emergency treatment and 
intensive care.

Journalists have the power to tell stories and inspire people to 
act collectively. Solidarity among individuals, communities and 
organizations will be needed to overcome this pandemic.
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II. Infodemic: an 
information pandemic
WHO believes that in addition to a pandemic, with COVID-19 the 
world faces what it calls an “infodemic”.

An infodemic is overabundance of information—some accurate, 
some not—that spreads alongside an epidemic. During a health 
emergency, an infodemic can amplify mistakes, misinformation 
and rumours. It can also hinder an effective response and create 
confusion and mistrust about the solutions or advice given to 
prevent the disease.

In that context, covering COVID-19 can be challenging for 
journalists. 

2

COVID-19  
An informative guide 
Advice for journalists



III. Recommendations  
for journalistic coverage  
of COVID-19
1.   Be ethical and responsible.

2.   Be socially responsible.

3.   Refrain from being sensationalist or alarmist.

4.   Communicate facts and truthful information on the    
  COVID-19 pandemic and response.

5.   Use reliable, scientific truthful, and verified sources of 
  information.

6.   Quote scientists, researchers, public health professionals,   
  academics and specialists in other disciplines who can 
  clarify public concerns about the situation.

7.   Truthfully report on measures that help to contain 
  and/or mitigate the spread of the disease.

8.   Report on the jobs performed by health workers and 
  their situation, given their critical role in responding to 
  the pandemic.

9.   Report on patients who are recovering, communities 
  taking measures to tackle the disease, or countries that   
  have exemplary approaches.

10.   Provide reporting that contributes to solutions.

3

COVID-19  
An informative guide 
Advice for journalists



IV. Recommendations 
for journalists who cover 
health emergencies
·  Follow official recommendations on protecting your own   
 health and that of interviewees.

·  Respect the work of health workers and highlight their role   
 in the response.

·  Respect the privacy of people and avoid revealing their identities  
 or providing detailed information on them without their consent.

·  Familiarize yourself with the basics of epidemiology.

·  Avoid amplifying the voices of those who spread misinformation,  
 which adds to people’s confusion, anxiety and fears.

·  Disseminate messages that counter the stigmatization of   
 affected people.

·  Do not politicize the response.

·  Refrain from spreading rumours and fake news.

·  Be considerate of people who have lost a family member.

·  Seek innovative ways to cover the news and conduct interviews  
 that avoid direct contact with people who have COVID-19, people  
 with symptoms or those in quarantine and their relatives.

·  Avoid congregating outside health centres, homes or residences  
 and stay out of areas with restricted access.
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IV. Recommendations 
for journalists who cover 
health emergencies
(continued)
·  Avoid the use of background music that generates anxiety   
 and fear.

·  Provide advice for the most vulnerable and at-risk populations.

·  Be one more partner in the collective response to the pandemic.

·  Avoid absolutes and appreciate the uncertainty of science.

·  Be aware of and consult the new and regularly updated    
 guidelines related to the emergency on the WHO website.
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Journalists should:
Communicate facts and 
truthful information on the 
COVID-19 pandemic and 
the response.



V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
Here are some suggestions for journalists covering COVID-19 in 
terms of content, style and type of coverage.

CONTENT:
· Disseminate factual information. Rumours and misinformation  
 abound during outbreaks. Be sure to verify information and cite  
 reliable official sources. Debunk myths about COVID-19.

· Avoid false balance. Distinguish between the truth based on   
 evidence and the truth based on beliefs and make sure that the  
 two sides of any story are reported only when they are equally   
 valid.

· Provide clear information on basic infection prevention 
 measures, the symptoms of COVID-19, and when and how to   
 seek medical care. Explain complex public health concepts in 
 a way that the general public can understand.

· Help people understand that physical distancing and other   
 prevention measures may be needed for an extended period,   
 and they should abide by them for as long as is necessary.

· Explain personal and community protection measures.    
 As the pandemic progresses, more people will follow your   
 coverage and may have concerns about certain protective   
 measures. Remind them whenever you can. Be clear, though 
 it may seem repetitive.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
· Acknowledge public fears. It is normal for people to worry.  
 Acknowledge their concerns and offer information on what   
 people can do to protect themselves while caring for their own  
 mental health and that of their loved ones.

· Report when there is uncertainty. During an epidemic of a  
 new disease there are many unknowns. Inform the population  
 on what is known so far and what is still unknown. Clarify that   
 the authorities and scientists are working to find the answers.

· Think of the impact your reporting will have. Avoid fuelling fear  
 and stigmatization. Facilitate an atmosphere in which people can  
 discuss the disease and its repercussions openly, honestly and   
 constructively.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
· Explain the context around the facts. Most members of the   
 public do not know how a virus works in the body, how vaccines  
 are produced or how the immune system works. At times like   
 this people are more willing to listen and learn.

· Make it clear to people what they should do when reporting   
 on new interventions or health recommendations.

· Give advice and information that is useful to different    
 population groups, including persons with disabilities, to prepare  
 for different scenarios. This includes, for example, having two   
 weeks of food and their regular medications on hand in the event  
 that they are required to stay at home. Suggest activities that can  
 be done during isolation, physical distancing and lockdowns.

· Consider public risk perception, which is often not in agreement  
 with actual risk and is a basis for much of how people act. Be sure  
 to effectively report on the level of risk for the population in order  
 to promote the necessary changes in behaviour and attitudes so  
 that people follow the recommended protection measures.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
· Report important controversies but avoid adding drama  
 to an already stressful pandemic situation. Become a source  
 of information and knowledge on all aspects of the situation.  
 Do not exaggerate the crisis. Instead, provide practical advice  
 on how the audience can handle it. Do not distort the facts.  
 Use facts and evidence. Listen to the voices that provide    
 evidence-based information.

· Avoid stigmatizing individuals or populations. Avoid labelling,  
 stereotypes and discriminatory treatment, particularly towards  
 those who contract the disease and their loved ones. Such   
 treatment can harm them and lead people to conceal their   
 illness to avoid discrimination, preventing them from seeking   
 care and practising healthy behaviours. Build trust and show   
 empathy towards those with the disease so that people can   
 protect their safety and that of others.

· Be realistic and non-sensationalist. Don’t speculate about 
 future and worst-case scenarios. Avoid sensationalist language.

· Recognize that scenarios change quickly in these situations.  
 Scenarios change in emergencies and so do recommendations,  
 but this does not mean that information is being mishandled.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
· Go beyond the numbers of cases and deaths to explain the   
 context and give health advice to the population.

STYLE:
· Be sure to use the correct name of the disease (COVID-19)  
 and the virus (SARS-CoV-2 or new coronavirus).

· The official name of the virus responsible for COVID-19 is 
 “severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)”.  
 To avoid confusion with the SARS outbreak in 2003, WHO refers  
 to the virus as “the virus responsible for COVID-19” or “the    
 COVID-19 virus” when communicating with  the public. Neither  
 of these designations are intended as replacements for the   
 official name of the virus.

· Choose your words carefully. Certain words can have a negative  
 connotation and fuel stigmatizing attitudes. They can affect  
 how people who may have the disease and how their families   
 and communities are perceived and treated. “Social stigma   
 associated with COVID-19”, a guide prepared by WHO, UNICEF,  
 and the IFRC, recommends saying “people who have COVID-19”,  
 instead of “cases”, “patients” or “victims”. Positive language that  
 stresses the efficacy of preventive measures and treatment is   
 recommended.

11

COVID-19  
An informative guide 
Advice for journalists

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/covid19-stigma-guide.pdf
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/covid19-stigma-guide.pdf


V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
· Avoid the use of photographs or videos that stigmatize 
 or induce fear.

TRUTH, MYTHS, AND THEORIES:
· Avoid reporting on non-experts expressing their personal   
 opinions, as these may be no more than noise that minimizes 
 or exaggerates the risks. Direct people to reliable sources 
 where they can get more information.

· Refrain from repeating false theories not supported by 
 science. When erroneous information is repeated, it can end   
 up being perceived as true, which generates fear and anxiety   
 in the population.

· Investigate myths and suspicious information. For myths,   
 assess how serious they are, their source and how widespread   
 they are before denying them or repeating the erroneous    
 information. Sometimes, denying a myth that has not spread   
 gives it unnecessary notoriety. If it is a minor matter, ignore it  
 or just provide the correct information without mentioning  
 the myth.

12

COVID-19  
An informative guide 
Advice for journalists



V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
TRUTH, MYTHS AND THEORIES continued:
· Address prominent myths, replacing false information 
 with facts. Do not repeat myths, especially in headlines.

THE PROTAGONISTS OF YOUR STORIES:
· Interview those on the frontlines. Government authorities,   
 health workers, scientists, academics, virologists, infectious   
 disease specialists, geneticists, psychologists, psychiatrists,   
 anthropologists, people who have recovered and their relatives  
 – these are the kinds of people who can add valuable    
 information and perspectives to your stories.

· Engage community influencers. Religious or community   
 leaders, experts in various areas beyond the health sector, and   
 famous people can provide insights into various aspects of   
 social and economic life that may have been interrupted by   
 the pandemic.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
THE PROTAGONISTS OF YOUR STORIES continued:
· Promote stories of solidarity and goodwill. Stories about    
 people working together for the common good rather than their  
 own interests can give hope, raise spirits and motivate people   
 to carry on, e.g., preventing the spread of the virus or helping   
 vulnerable people such as older adults buy groceries, take care  
 of each other, or act together for mutual support and disease   
 containment.

· Do not focus only on high-risk groups. People of all ages have  
 been affected by COVID-19. Focusing on only some age groups  
 can encourage others to let down their guard and neglect the   
 measures needed to protect themselves and others.

· Explain to the audience why the story is important and why it  
 should matter to them.

· Give recognition to the caregivers of those who become ill   
 and stay home. Most people will not go to hospital, but will be  
 isolated at home during their illness. Family members and   
 friends will be key to their recovery.
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V. How to cover 
the COVID-19 pandemic
(continued)
THE PROTAGONISTS OF YOUR STORIES continued:
· Report on positive developments and news about people  
 who have recovered, health care workers providing care, the   
 breadth and effectiveness of the adopted measures, flattening  
 or declining epidemiological curves, progress towards new   
 vaccines and treatments.

· Treat scientific spokespersons in a dignified way and position  
 them as authoritative sources in programmes and news articles.
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VI. Tips for professional 
reporting on COVID-19 
vaccines 
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With more than 100 vaccines currently in various trial phases 
and some reaching the pre-approval stage or being authorized 
for emergency use, accurate science reporting has never been 
more important. Journalists play a vital role in informing the 
public on science, specifically vaccine, developments, in an 
unprecedented period of scientific publishing. 

The situation is constantly evolving but there are some general 
guidelines that should be followed whenever possible.

Don’t just report the topline 
Read the full study or report before publishing an article about 
it. The findings in a study’s summary may not be truly indicative 
of the full study’s findings. Medical journals are reviewing and 
publishing reports faster than they normally would, so knowing 
how to read them critically is crucial to accurately reporting their 
findings.

Don’t report based only on a press release. Always read the full 
study or research report.

1 Source: https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/tips-for-professional-reporting-on-covid-19-vaccines

1



VI. Tips for professional 
reporting on COVID-19 
vaccines (continued) 
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Don’t trust data automatically 
Be aware of and willing to question stakeholders and data 
collection methodology. Request the raw data where possible 
and always include the details of the research methods in your 
reporting.

Use trusted and reliable sources 
Reporting is only as good as its sources. Be sure to use expert  
and knowledgeable sources to inform your stories on COVID-19 
and vaccines. 
When reporting on a new vaccine or study, consult your country’s 
science media centre for expert evaluations of the latest 
developments. 

State the source 
When reporting on scientific studies, reports, case numbers and 
vaccines, name the source of the information to show credibility 
and allow readers to search for more information on the topic.

Use clear language 
Most readers will not be familiar with scientific language. Some 
terms can be defined within the article but make an effort to 
frame explanations in simplified terms so that readers across all 
levels of comprehension will understand. 



VI. Tips for professional 
reporting on COVID-19 
vaccines (continued)
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Explain the stage 
Some research may show exciting results based only on a 
preliminary set of data. Check whether a report or study has been 
peer reviewed and make sure your writing states which stage it  
is in. Early-stage research should not be reported as equal to a 
peer-reviewed paper from a science journal. 

Report the numbers 
There are dozens of vaccines in various stages of development 
at any given time. When reporting on a vaccine or study, it’s 
important to specify the size, numbers tested, and time period  
of the trial. 

Disclose the side effects 
No vaccine in history has progressed through clinical trials and 
pre-approval as fast as the recent COVID-19 vaccines. Clearly 
stating the possible side effects of any given vaccine will help 
inform the public and ease their reservations as will reporting  
on any side effects experienced by participants in a vaccine trial.



VI. Tips for professional 
reporting on COVID-19 
vaccines (continued)

19

COVID-19  
An informative guide 
Advice for journalists

Use appropriate imagery 
Choice of illustration in articles about vaccines is important. 
Vaccines are not something to fear, so avoid such visuals as crying 
babies, anxious-looking patients and oversized needles. Ensure 
that illustrations represent all readers by showing a range of 
people working on, administering and receiving vaccines.

Don’t forget demographics 
Not every vaccine will be equally effective across all populations. 
When reporting on the efficacy of a vaccine in clinical trials, note 
the demographics of the participants in the trial. This information 
can usually be found in Table 1 of reported studies. 

Remind everyone of the benefits of vaccines 
Reporting on potentially effective COVID-19 vaccines is vital for 
informing those who already plan to be vaccinated, and those who 
are not yet sure. With misinformation rife during the pandemic, it 
is important to remind readers of the importance of all vaccines. 



VII. Protecting 
the health of journalists
· Assess your personal risks before the assignment. If you are  
 over 60 years old or have any underlying conditions, consider   
 refraining from coverage that could expose you to the virus.

· Follow the same public health advice as for the general    
 population:
 · Wash your hands often and properly
 · Maintain physical distancing
 · Avoid touching your face
 · Sneeze or cough into your elbow or a tissue
 · Seek medical help in case of symptoms
 · Wear a mask where appropriate

· Tell your supervisors and colleagues about the risks 
 and concerns when covering the pandemic.

· If you are going to cover a city or area that is under  
 lockdown, be sure to have a contingency plan.

· Avoid congregating outside health facilities.

· If you are authorized to enter a health facility and it is 
 strictly necessary, protect yourself by following all the    
 recommendations of the health workers.
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VII. Protecting the 
health of journalists
(continued)
· Maintain a distance of at least 1 metre between yourself and   
 others.

· Clean any used equipment with antimicrobial wipes followed   
 by disinfection and wash your hands.

· During press conferences, follow the physical distancing    
 recommendations established by health officials.

· Clean your equipment with an alcohol-based solution after   
 the assignment.

· Take care of your mental health:
 · Be aware of a potential psychological impact.
 · Talk to your family or friends about your concerns.
 · Try to avoid talking all the time about COVID-19 outside 
  of work.
 · Get enough rest.
 · Seek mental health support if needed.
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VIII. Sources of 
health information
·  World Health Organization (WHO)

·  WHO Regional Office for Europe (WHO/Europe)  

·  National, state or local health authorities

·  National authorities in other government sectors 

·  National reference laboratories

·  Institutes of public health

·  Universities

·  Schools of public health

·  National and international institutions investigating  
 the virus and the disease

·  Research hospitals

·  Research institutions

·  Academic publications
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IX. WHO resources   
on COVID-19

·  World Health Organization (WHO)

·  WHO Regional Office for Europe (WHO/Europe)

·  WHO COVID-19 global situation (dashboard)

·  COVID-19 situation in the 
 WHO European Region (dashboard)

·  COVID-19 situation reports

·  WHO media resources 

·  IRIS – Latest COVID-19 technical guidance

·  EPI-WIN: WHO Information Network for Epidemics

·  Journalism in a pandemic: Covering COVID-19 now 
 and in the future – A self-directed course for journalists 
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https://apps.who.int/iris/
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/media-resources/news
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IX. WHO resources   
on COVID-19 (continued)
·  Follow WHO on social media for the latest updates:

    Facebook https://www.facebook.com/WHO

    Twitter   http://www.twitter.com/who

    Instagram @who

    YouTube  http://www.youtube.com/who

    LinkedIn  https://www.linkedin.com/company/ 
       world-health-organization/

·  Follow the WHO Regional Office for Europe on social    
 media for the latest updates:

    Facebook https://www.facebook.com/WHOEurope

    Twitter   http://www.twitter.com/who_europe

    Instagram @whoeurope

    YouTube  https://www.youtube.com/user/   
       whoeuro
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IX. Sources used 
for this document

·  World Health Organization (WHO)

·  WHO Regional Office for Europe (WHO/Europe)

·  CPJ safety advisory: covering the coronavirus    
 outbreak

·  Tip sheet: covering the coronavirus epidemic    
 effectively without spreading misinformation

·  Gabriel Garcsia Marquez Foundation

·  Social stigma associated with COVID-19.  
 A guide to preventing and addressing social stigma

·  Strengthening and adjusting public health measures  
 throughout the COVID-19 transition phases

·  Tips for professional reporting on COVID-19 vaccines
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