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ABSTRACT: 
The professional performance of journalists and media in the coverage of public health emergencies, 
such as Covid-19, must be governed by ethical norms and quality standards suggested in three docu-
ments studied in this article and applied to the contents that are based on the information , pedagogy 
and professional research. Quality journalism, exercised with social responsibility, contributes to citizen 
balance and harmony, without arousing fear or panic; without altering or dramatizing reality. In this sense, 
it is established that the quality of the information depends on the preparation, knowledge and rectitude 
of the communicators. The Covid-19 evidenced the need for journalists specialized in health, science and 
technology issues, since the credibility of the medium is associated with knowledge and prudence in the 
treatment of information.
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RESUMEN: 
El desempeño profesional de los periodistas y medios en el cubrimiento de emergencias de salud pública como el 
Covid-19, se debe regir por normas éticas y estándares de calidad sugeridas en tres documentos estudiados en este 
artículo y aplicados en los contenidos que parten de la información, la pedagogía y la investigación profesional. El 
periodismo de calidad, ejercido con responsabilidad social, contribuye al equilibrio y a la armonía ciudadanía, sin 
despertar miedos ni pánico; sin alterar ni dramatizar la realidad. En este sentido se establece que la calidad de la 
información depende de la preparación, conocimiento y rectitud de los comunicadores. El Covid-19 evidenció la 
necesidad de periodistas especializados en temas de salud, ciencia y tecnología, pues la credibilidad del medio está 
asociada al conocimiento y a la prudencia en el tratamiento de la información.
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Communication and information on public health issues, particularly on the pandemic caused 
by Covid-19, require quality professional treatment by the media and an essentially human 
approach from the newsrooms, something that is possible when there are ethical codes, 
quality standards or other mechanisms that can guarantee a good information service from 
conventional media and digital platforms.

1. Introduction
The ethical orientation of journalism must start from self-regulation and professional commitment. 
In this sense, the coverage and dissemination of news requires quality in essential aspects that 
correspond to the purpose and mission of journalism before the citizenry and the common good; 
these aspects are: informative, pedagogical and investigative.

This article does not intend to evaluate the contents, dissemination and effect on the various 
audiences in times of Covid-19. It is a reflective and analytical text on journalistic quality values   
(Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007, p. 61) founded on various ethical and professional principles 
set forth in the Declaration of Ethical Principles for the coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
proposed by Ethical Journalism Network (EJN) (Declaration, 2020). Also, as analysis material, 
this article covers some points of the UNESCO International Code of Journalistic Ethics of 
1983 (Code, UNESCO, 1983) and the Agreement for Discretion (Agreement, 1999) signed by 
media directors of communication in Colombia in November 1999.

2. Ethical commitment and information quality
The Statement of Ethical Principles was drafted in 2020 and endorsed by more than 
70 journalistic organizations around the world. It was made to cover the pandemic and is 
contained in these seven points:

1. Stick to the facts. Solid facts and data are key to relevant and accurate reporting. Use 
verified, reliable and diverse sources, such as the WHO, health sector workers, hospi-
tal staff or police. Check the date of the data to ensure that it is timely. Be transparent 
about data collection methods. Correct and contrast misinformation with facts. Warn 
that misinformation fuels hate speech and causes harm.

2. Practice accountability. Contextualize official statistics and data. Be accountable to 
audiences, interacting, responding to their requests for information whenever possible, 
and providing them with resources. Avoid alarmism. Recognize that Covid-19 affects 
certain communities and individuals more forcefully.

3. Become familiar with medical and scientific terminology. Avoid misleading langua-
ge and labels. For example, it is not appropriate to say that the victims have «lost 
the battle».

4. Show humanity. Sharing stories of people who have recovered from Covid-19, as well 
as stories of resilience and solidarity. Dignify the human background of the stories of 
the victims and their families. Be sensitive to the memories and emotions of the fami-
lies of those who have been affected.
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5. Defy hate. Avoid pointing to ethnic or religious groups, as well as attributing the disea-
se to specific racial or national groups. Avoid the use of gender stereotypes and any 
discriminatory language.

6. Avoid social stigmatization and stereotypes. The disease must be presented in an 
objective way that avoids the abuse of emotional language. Encourage people to use 
available medical services. Avoid blame.

7. Protect yourself and others. Journalism is essential, but not to the point of putting your 
own health and that of your sources at risk. Managers must lead by example. Appro-
priate measures must be ensured to protect physical and mental health, as well as to 
mitigate risks to their sources. Recognize the need to empathize with those affected 
and, when necessary, preserve the confidentiality of sources.

The statements of this Declaration are directly related to the three aspects of journalism, 
informative, pedagogical and investigative, which are raised in this article and which nourish 
the core of the communicative exercise.

Of the UNESCO Code, made up of nine points, it is interesting to highlight and study 
numbers two and six. These are, in order: 

Journalist adherence to objective reality. The primary task of the journalist is to provide 
true and authentic information with honest adherence to objective reality, consciously 
placing the facts in their proper context, stating their essential relationships —without 
this involving distortions— and using all the creative capacity of the professional. so 
that the public receives appropriate material that allows it to form a precise and cohe-
rent image of the world, where the origin, nature and essence of events, processes 
and situations are understood in the most objective way possible. (Code, UNESCO, 
1983, point 2)

And number six, which says:

Respect for private life and human dignity. Respect for the right of individuals to private 
life and human dignity —in accordance with the provisions of international and natio-
nal law that concern the protection of the rights and reputation of others— as well as 
the laws on defamation, slander, insult and malicious innuendo, are an integral part of 
the journalist’s professional standards. (Code, UNESCO, 1983, point 6)

From the Agreement for Discretion, made up of six points and defined for the coverage of 
acts of violence and public order in Colombia, it is convenient to know and adapt the following 
principles to the coverage of the pandemic and Covid-19:

We will not present rumors as facts. Accuracy, which implies putting them in context, 
must take precedence over speed.
We will set clear criteria on live broadcasts, in order to improve the quality of informa-
tion and prevent the medium from being manipulated (...)
For ethical and social responsibility reasons, we will not put pressure on the relatives 
of the victims in journalism (...)
We will establish criteria to avoid the dissemination and publication of images and 
photographs that may generate revulsion in the public, contagion with violence or 
indifference to it. 
We prefer to lose a piece of news than a life. (Agreement, 1999, points 2 to 5)
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This closing sentence of the Agreement invites us to recover the awareness and 
importance of people over things, of the human being over the news of the moment. From 
this point of view, information is not only the exercise of freedoms, but also the assumption 
of responsibilities. This idea is also found, in some way, in point seven of the Declaration 
of Ethical Principles for the coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic, proposed by the Ethical 
Journalism Network (EJN).

The Declaration, the Code and the Agreement contain quality ethical principles that 
help good professional performance in the three aspects of communication: informative, 
pedagogical and investigative in times of pandemic and Covid-19.

These three cited documents and the way in which they can contribute to the quality of 
journalistic content, in the three aspects indicated, as well as their influence on public opinion, 
constitute the subject of analysis of this article.

The three aspects are part of the main column of professional journalism performance, 
but they are weakened when there are no ethical codes or quality standards that help 
regulate excesses, correct errors, overcome doubts and improve information. (Torrico, 2009) 
These codes also help to face and overcome commercial and business dilemmas in highly 
competitive markets.

The lack of ethical standards in journalistic performance, the ignorance of the principles set 
forth in the aforementioned documents, can be the origin of various professional problems that 
are transmitted in their contents, such as: creation of information and stories without support, 
without sources or balance; ideological manipulation; exclusion for personal or group interests.

«That is where the crucial point lies. We have to realize that all ethically oriented action 
can be subject to two fundamentally different and inalienable contradictory maxims: it can be 
oriented towards ethical convictions or ethically responsible» (Weber, 1978, p.52). Tendency 
and reality that, without any norm that regulates it, intoxicates public opinion and can be a 
source of confusion, anxiety and fear.

When there are no ethical standards, the competition of particular interests prevails. In 
this sense, the negative effects caused by the lack of professionalism in the management 
of communication and its effects on citizens are perceived in distrust, tedium and fear, since 
«nothing we use, listen to or touch can be expressed in words in the same way as we perceive 
it through the senses» (Arendt, 1998, p. 110).

Thus, the right of citizens to professional information is not fulfilled. Public opinion in a 
regime of freedom and democracy (Sartori, 2007, p. 44) must be guided by the principles 
of veracity, responsibility and balance, different from information lacking sources or with 
anonymous, imprecise and biased sources; a circumstance that could give rise to manipulations 
with ideological, commercial and personal interests to the detriment of public opinion and the 
common good.

In the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, information coverage required a greater commitment 
to quality, capable of independently observing, monitoring, and confronting governments, 
international organizations, pharmaceutical companies, health systems, hospitals, and the 
scientific and academic community.

The informative balance in times of pandemic is the main criterion in the preparation of 
content that is based on true information, respect for victims and family members, the use 
of appropriate language and the treatment of images of pain and suffering. Here lies the 
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professional sense that evaluates the climate of opinion, the importance of what is transmitted 
and the most convenient way to do it.

It is not enough to inform and tell what happens. Whoever informs cannot be another 
spectator of pain or a sounding board for tragedies without context or hope. In this effort, it 
must communicate rigorously, that is, with data and facts, and investigate and disseminate 
responsibly. Information without professional judgment can cause confusion and affect the 
mood of the recipients and arouse fears.

2.1. Social and public reSponSibility

The social commitment of journalists to the citizenry is the highest standard that must be 
ordered in the reporting process of a global emergency such as Covid-19; only in this way 
is it possible to act above personal, political or business interests on the part; a commitment 
that demands veracity in the treatment of information, honest handling of sources, research, 
precision and respect for recipients.

In this way, the informative, pedagogical and investigative aspects of the media contribute 
to purifying the sources involved, the actions of the health authorities and their effects on 
citizens. In this objective, for example, journalism and communication can help generate 
climates of opinion favorable to the protection of life; prudence in compliance with sanitary 
measures and dignified care in the public health system.

Media companies are providers of a social and public service. This function obliges them 
not to lose sight of their responsibility (Martin, 2012). Information manipulation, as well as 
disinformation strategies, break citizens’ trust in institutions and in the media themselves.

Having access to and managing information is not only the exercise of freedoms, but also 
the assumption of responsibilities. In this way, it is important to distinguish between the need 
to inform about what happens —something valid and typical of social communication— and 
the irresponsibility of manipulating the facts, and with it, generating morbid dramas with the 
pain of the victims, relatives and environment. 

It is one thing to inform and another to traffic with the news, exploiting the suffering of 
people to achieve more followers, tuning or greater traffic and circulation. It is therefore wrong 
for the media to consider their audiences as mere consumers or passive citizens petrified by 
fear of contagion, illness or death.

The social and professional approach must be different. Faced with pandemic and 
Covid-19 situations, it is understood that information is not a simple commodity, it is a moral 
right of citizens and the correct exercise of this right requires that, in terms of its content, the 
information be true and complete and, as for the manner, honest and convenient; that is to 
say, it must respect ethical principles, the legitimate rights and the dignity of the people, both 
in the search for the news and in its dissemination.

Public opinion expects journalists, for example, not to take sides in the informative treatment 
of commercial issues from the pharmaceutical world, hospitals or investigative groups on 
health issues. He also hopes that tools such as framing are not used to manipulate and 
impose a fictitious, incomplete, alarmist or false thematic agenda. Acting in this way affects 
the communication process with citizens and the credibility and independence of the medium.
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Framing is the «capacity of the media to provoke different conclusions in the audience 
according to the way in which they present the information. This influences the perception of 
people and the attributions of causes, responsibilities, consequences and solutions of what 
they receive and observe». (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987, p. 78)

The immediacy and excessive competition due to the commercialization of communication 
in times of pandemic is the origin that affects the quality of the content and consequently the 
opinion and moods of the recipients. Sometimes the desire to communicate first —exclusively 
and quickly— ends in fragmented communication that generates greater confusion and 
misunderstanding.

At the beginning of the pandemic, for example, the media covered an unverified study 
from the University of Delhi, India, according to which Covid-19 could be a laboratory creation 
(the result of genetic engineering), something that was soon categorically denied by the 
scientific community of developed countries. Even so, the damage due to the immediacy of 
the media was done and to this day there are those who still wonder if the Covid could have 
escaped from a laboratory. In the words of microbiologist Ignacio López-Goñi: «Scientific work 
is not always compatible with the rush of the media, which demand a lot of information and 
immediately». (López-Goñi, 2020, p. 47)

For this reason, it is worth asking about the public interest of this or that information, 
character, interview, investigation, and event. Good professional judgment evaluates the 
consequences and assumes them. The communicator and journalist, for example, ignores 
the value of the common good when they try to impose ideological or commercial agendas on 
public health issues and in any other field of life in society. «Today’s media often lack honesty: 
it is not just a profession, but a vocation, and it is necessary to be acute, clear, bear witness 
with one’s life as with the Gospel» (Francisco, 2022)

Weighing the contents for reasons of public health and harmony, avoiding alarm and 
informative panic is a professional procedure that closes spaces to fears. The search for the 
truth is a purpose of journalism that can sometimes be altered with dramatic potential that 
seeks other interests to the detriment of the common good.

Regarding these and other professional dilemmas, the International Code of Journalistic 
Ethics of UNESCO and the Agreement for Discretion warn that «The primary task of the 
journalist is to provide true and authentic information with honest adherence to objective reality, 
consciously situating the facts in its proper context, expressing its essential relationships, without 
this entailing distortions…». (UNESCO Code, 1983, point 2) And point two of the Discretion 
Agreement explicitly suggests: «We will not present rumors as facts. Accuracy, which implies 
putting them in context, must take precedence over speed». (Agreement, 1999, point 2).

3. Journalistic quality, trust, fear and recipients
The application of professional ethical standards, contained in the three documents reviewed 
in this article, contribute to improve quality and consequently to avoid personal and collective 
fear, discouragement and panic. The balance in the treatment of information is defined by the 
aspects of pedagogy and journalistic research. These aspects are possible instruments to 
face public information situations such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Quality content helps to strengthen social values   such as solidarity, coexistence and a 
sense of responsibility, it also stimulates the reporting of abuses, poor care, corruption and 
speculation in sectors responsible for the health of citizens.

The way in which information is transmitted, the repetition of the same negative, fragmented 
and uncertain scheme, can affect the mood among the recipients and cause aggression. «The 
people and individuals have the right to receive an objective image of reality through accurate 
and complete information». (UNESCO Code, 1983, point 1)

This yearning for accurate and complete information can also be frustrated when journalism 
errs by omission or ignorance. In this sense, the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism 
has observed how the lack of knowledge of scientific terminology by journalists (associated with 
Covid-19) has resulted several times in erroneous interpretations of the statements from scientific 
laboratories. In the same way, this institution observes how at the beginning of the pandemic in 
Europe (February 2020) the media fell short in their broadcasts and it was only when the deaths 
began to multiply that a sudden information frenzy broke out, inevitably peppered with shocks, 
rush and media anxiety. Reuters adds that «some media failed to read statistical information, 
for example, that associated with the real probabilities of death from the virus». (Dorothy, 2020)

The presentation of information, sometimes without pedagogical meaning and without 
investigative solidity, can generate thoughtless attitudes, anger and fear in the recipients. The 
journalist cannot limit himself to saying what happens; he must go further. In this purpose, 
the pedagogical and investigative aspects contribute to putting the facts in their context, 
explaining figures, considering possible scenarios and knowing that the way of narrating also 
influences the events.

3.1. information and pedagogy

When the first mutations of Covid-19 appeared, for example, most of the media rushed to 
broadcast the novelty as a very serious threat, while, in its proper context, the scientific 
community had to explain later that viruses mutate by nature and the strange thing is that they 
don’t; (López-Goñi, 2020) even more so, since mutations can make the virus stronger or more 
transmissible for some time, but these same mutations also tend to anticipate an eventual 
weakening of the virus, as evidently happened.

In order to adequately serve the public, and especially in research and prevention, the 
press requires pedagogical and informative resources. Sometimes the difficulty is in properly 
combining business and service. But one thing is clear: the media would betray their social 
mission if they subordinated it to the desire for profit at any price, or if the information they 
produce lacked responsibility or ignored any other requirement of professional ethics.

«The social responsibility of the journalist occurs because the information is understood as 
a social good and not a simple product». (UNESCO Code, 1983) The quality of communication 
implies, for the public, better service; for journalists: more credibility; and, for owners: economic 
benefits. Quality journalism knows how to gauge the dictatorship of facts in which one tragedy 
is buried by the next. It understands that each event has its relevance in the public sphere and 
assigns it its own value and interest, since the mere fact of the news can require analysis and 
depth in its entire context.
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The public should know that what is selected and then published by the media is an action 
by a group of people that defines its fragmentation, narrative, and presentation, a process that 
can be influenced by external and internal pressures of all kinds and that is associated with 
the concept of Agenda Setting (McCombs, 2004) and the theory of mass communication by 
Denis McQuail (1994) and Spiral of Silence by Elisabeth Noelle-Neuman (1995), processes 
in which professionalism is put to the test and it is evident that «not every term deserves the 
name of end, but only the one that is optimal» (Aristotle, 2004, p. 45).

Media content, in light of the previous theories and without calculating its scope, can 
spread fear and mistrust among citizens. The impact of events through the media and digital 
networks can become stronger and more devastating in the public sphere than reality itself. 
The long months of pandemic, deaths, pain, crises and untimely changes have aroused fears 
of all kinds. The effects on the mental health of citizens have been visible, for example, in the 
multiplication of cases of so-called

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) as well as in the innumerable cases of so-ca-
lled agoraphobia, a phobia that consists of avoiding public places, crowds, events, 
etc., and the consequent tendency of people to spend a long time sheltered at home. 
«In this case (of Covid-19) the fear of contagion can lead to increased anxiety, giving 
rise to panic attacks» (Count, 2022).

All of the above are exacerbated by the scandalous (at least controversial) news 
management, such as occurred with the news of the coffins in the Ice Palace in Madrid, 
Spain, when the newspaper El Mundo of that country published a photograph on the front 
page that exhibited the coffins of victims of Covid-19 accumulated in said enclosure, given 
the total absence of space in funeral homes. Sure, this image was real and true, but putting 
it on the front page with big headlines just as people were dealing with the economic and 
emotional challenges of lockdown (remember the days of fines for setting foot on the street) 
was considered by many as an outrageous gesture that only fueled grief, indignation and fear.

The scandalous information management has led citizens to demand quality, respect and 
veracity in its contents and in the forms of dissemination, a requirement of social, civic order, without 
governmental or political mediation that constitutes a current of opinion that cannot be ignored. 

4. Digital media, networks and fear
The Internet has imposed new forms of communication and conditions in the practice of 
journalism. Covid-19 has been the first global pandemic in the Internet age, a milestone that 
must be studied with all its professional and social implications.

Undoubtedly, the ethical principles contained in the three documents analyzed in this 
article apply equally to the content that is produced and disseminated in digital media. We 
know about the differences in the forms and formats that condition the language, the image, 
the sounds, the texts, the graphics and the diversity of digital resources, but its elaboration 
demands the same ethical principles, even more.

Digital media establish fast, direct communication, without major nuances and with the 
novelty of being able to interact. The archives of print media and television itself have migrated 
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to the supports offered by the Internet (Rodriguez, 2011). New powers and counter-powers have 
emerged in the public sphere and one of them is undoubtedly individual online communication, 
which through its platforms and social networks influences the mood of citizens.

In recent years, online tools have disrupted traditional forms of communication. Consumption 
and access habits have changed. Now anyone can find their own channels to inform and be 
informed. Thus, authoritarian elites have appeared (Applebaum, 2021, p. 12) that use conspiracy 
theories and political polarization to destroy citizen trust and affect democratic systems.

Reason why the responsible and supportive use of these new communication technologies 
can contribute to citizen harmony, as a means of raising awareness to prevent diseases and 
collaboration with health authorities.

But all is not well with the new networks. Its services have also been used to disseminate 
alarmist content that advocates tragedy, fear, the apocalypse, pain, disease and death. 
Concerns arise from these trends that go beyond the touted social equality in Internet access 
and possession that some governments promise, as if owning these tools were, per se, a 
principle of harmony, coexistence, and happiness.

Regarding this aspect in particular, the text of the Agreement for Discretion suggests a 
balanced treatment of information:

«For ethical and social responsibility reasons, we will not exert journalistic pressure 
on the relatives of the victims (...) We will establish criteria to avoid the dissemination 
and publication of images and photographs that may generate revulsion in the public, 
contagion with violence, or indifference to it». (Agreement, points 4 and 5).

4.1. infodemic, «poSt-truth» and fear

Likewise, much information on the web is not completely reliable or complete. The authenticity 
of sources, content quality, intellectual property rights and, in particular, the issue of 
information opulence, called infodemic or information overload, are questioned. Concept used 
in the various forms of digital communication and in which the overload of data makes it 
difficult for the receiver to discern between important matters and those that are disposable or 
inconsequential. Or what is worse: between the true and the false. 

The term «infodemic» is derived from the conjunction of the terms «epidemic» and 
«information». Its relevance meant that in May 2020 the member states of the WHO approved 
resolution WHA73.1, on the response to Covid-19. This document recognizes that managing the 
infodemic is a crucial part of controlling the pandemic (WHO, 2020). In 2021, Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus, director of the WHO, said: «Finding solutions to the infodemic is as vital to saving 
lives from Covid-19 as are the public health measures themselves» (WHO, 27.4.2021).

A clear example of misinformation during the most critical moments of the pandemic 
is the rise and fall of hydroxychloroquine-based treatment, a treatment that was publicly 
recommended by United States President Donald Trump in 2020. Sometime later, the WHO 
had to deny the supposed miraculous benefits of this substance and rather warn that its 
consumption could cause diarrhea, nausea, abdominal pain, drowsiness, and headache, while 
doing little or nothing to stop Covid-19 (WHO, 30.4.2021). Another example of misinformation 
was the spread of the use of diluted bleach (bleach) as a treatment. In this regard, the European 
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Commission delivered a report indicating how in European countries such as Belgium there 
was an increase of up to 15% in poisonings and incidents due to ingestion of this substance 
during critical moments of the pandemic (European Commission, 2022).

Both the WHO and governments and organizations around the world have worked hand-
in-hand with social networks such as Facebook, Google, Pinterest, Twitter and YouTube to 
stop misinformation (ONU, 2020). In March and April 2021, Twitter suspended 527 accounts 
for violating its information policies on Covid-19. For its part, Google announced that between 
March and April of the same year it blocked 33,882,679 publications and content for the same 
reason (European Commission, 2022).

So then, the resistance to the facts has awakened the so-called «post-truth» era —of the 
false, of lies, of fraud in the public or private sphere— a practice manifested in the years of 
pandemic in social networks and media and with effects, as has been seen, on health habits, 
prevention and action against Covid-19. The WHO estimates that during the first three months 
of 2020, more than 6,000 people around the world were hospitalized and 800 died due to 
misinformation associated with the pandemic (WHO, 27.4.2021).

In the pandemic, some lies «took root» and became widespread beliefs. The lack of 
quality controls in media newsrooms, sometimes subjected to the rhythms and speeds of 
social networks, weakened the effort involved in checking the data, filling information gaps, 
discovering traps and not falling into superficiality. An example of poor journalistic coverage 
during the pandemic occurred in Brazil in 2021. A report presented by the Pan American Health 
Organization (PAHO) revealed that during the first half of 2020 the Ministry of Health and the 
Globo network of that country published in their networks 329 false news stories related to 
Covid-19, 253 from the Globo network and 76 from the Ministry of Health (PAHO, 2020).

Economic and ideological interests have also undermined the harmony between reality, 
information and opinions:

Added to the concentration of ownership of the large media conglomerates is the homoge-
nization of content, that is, if a large company says ‘this is A’, everyone repeats the same 
thing and from there on social networks. In this carousel, false news, defamation and 
slander originate and vicious circles spread, generating anger, hatred, and intolerance. A 
social setback marked by a new ideological slavery that seeks to impose a single thought, 
where only those who think like me have space and a future (Velasquez, 2020).

According to the ethical codes studied in this article, the truth is synonymous with precision 
and evidence, a determining factor in quality journalism and contrary to «post-truth». In 
this sense, the writer and journalist Tom Phillips suggests verifying reliably what is stated; 
cultivating a healthy skepticism towards what we tend to easily believe; rewarding those who 
admit their mistakes and filling existing information gaps (Phillips, 2018).

4.2. recover quality and truth

Additionally, the fact that the Internet has brought with it new communication channels does 
not guarantee that the information that circulates through its networks is of quality. An increase 
in quantity does not mean a parallel increase in quality; rather, it could constitute the opposite, 
as we have already seen.
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Another communicative novelty that directly influences the routine of journalists and the 
media are the complaints that citizens spread on the networks. Specifically, regarding the 
pandemic and Covid-19, there are videos, recordings, photos, graphics, texts, audios that 
citizens often obtain and post on the networks, some in the form of virals that obtain millions 
of visits and arouse all kinds of controversies. and unsuspected consequences.

In some of the most extreme cases, the UN alerted at the end of 2020 how certain violent 
groups, including terrorists, extremists and organized crime, used the networks to disseminate 
false theories about the origin of Covid-19, sometimes attributing it to the perpetrators 
themselves, governments and sometimes pharmaceutical companies seeking wealth from 
the sale of vaccines. The UN says in the same report, «that just in April 2020 these criminal 
groups sent more than 25,000 emails that allegedly belonged to organizations such as the 
Gates Foundation or the World Health Organization» (UN News, 2020).

Today, the proliferation of mobile phones allows any citizen to be a constant receiver and 
sender of information and content, for example, the recording of sick people, dying people, 
scenes of pain, etc. In this process, the media must maintain balance and respect. They 
cannot keep up with the content of social networks, often loaded with dramatic and sometimes 
false feelings. «Getting excited will always be easier than making an effort to think critically, to 
investigate the sources and authors from which the message originates and the information is 
generated» (Navarro, 2022, p. 158).

The influence of social networks in the elaboration of media content demands criteria that 
establish policies for its use and reproduction —with more care and attention if it deals with 
issues that affect the physical and mental health of citizens. Without a doubt, the professional 
parameters of quality journalism can help to face these new informative realities which, having 
the citizen as receiver and transmitter, are disseminated through the networks.

Background controls, that is, being able to assess the veracity of the facts, as well as 
the confrontation of data and circumstances, must take precedence over the desire for 
dissemination. And as for the form, the content of videos, graphics and audio that circulate in 
digital media must also be subject to evaluation according to ethical and professional criteria, 
before being broadcast, since these networks can also fall into the unproductive dynamics of 
reproducing and bulge gossip, fear and panic.

Self-regulation of this kind of use and content on social networks should be part of the 
current professional debate in communication and journalism. On the one hand, as expressed 
by Benedict XVI, not only technique is a guarantee of communication and harmony: «The 
increasingly globalized society makes us closer, but not more brothers. Reason, by itself, is 
capable of accepting equality between men and of establishing a civic coexistence between 
them, but it is not able to found brotherhood» (Benedict XVI, 2009, p. 53).

A balance point in this purpose must start from the identification of its participants or 
users, the networks cannot become paradises or caves of anonymous people who, under 
the protection of freedom of expression and access, use these new media to destroy, 
slander, lie and spread fear and anger. Its regulation should aim at educational processes 
for the benefit of personal freedom and social coexistence. «The way in which speakers 
and listeners make use of their communicative freedom to take affirmative or negative 
positions does not depend on their subjective discretion, because they are free only by 
virtue of the binding force of the justifiable claims they make to one another» (Habermas, 
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1981, p. 167). The anarchy that is unleashed in the new forms of communication weakens 
freedom and reason.

At this social and communicative crossroads, it is proposed to return to the essential: the 
recovery of the truth as an ethical-political necessity for the healthy functioning of the social 
fabric and democracy, a professional imperative that, from communication and journalism, 
requires research, rigor and prudence.

5. Conclusions
The professional performance of journalists and communicators in the coverage of public 
health emergencies such as Covid-19 must be governed by ethical norms and quality 
standards indicated, for example, in the three documents studied in this writing and articulated 
in the information, pedagogy and research.

Quality journalism, exercised with social responsibility, contributes to citizen balance and 
harmony, without arousing fear or panic, without altering or dramatizing reality (Velásquez, 
2001). In this sense it is important to know that:

The quality of the information depends on the preparation, knowledge and rectitude of 
journalists and the media. Covid-19 evidenced the need for journalists specialized in health, 
science and technology issues. The credibility of the medium is associated with knowledge 
and prudence in the treatment of information.

Informing and showing the reality of Covid-19, its effects, changes and consequences has 
been part of the work and mission of the press. The veracity of the facts avoids speculation 
and requires verification of the events, evidence and data before their dissemination. It also 
requires consultation, monitoring, confrontation and protection of sources. Contrary to quality 
journalism is the construction of information with non-existent, imprecise, anonymous or 
manipulated sources.

Access to sources is a guarantee of journalistic responsibility, as well as the transparency 
of government and private institutions, such as pharmaceutical and hospital companies. 
Information confidentiality should not be abused, nor should access to sources be hindered.

The support of the facts strengthens investigative journalism and the pedagogical mission. 
This helps to understand the informative stage, the isolated data or interested leak. Contrary 
to quality journalism is the lack of explanatory contexts, the absence of sources and the 
manipulation of reality for ideological, commercial, personal or collective interests.

The veracity, support and interpretation of the facts is the foundation that guides, in times 
of pandemic and Covid-19, the pedagogical and investigative work of the media. The absence 
of these foundations can end in content that arouses fear, anger and panic among the public.

Radio, the press and television, as well as digital media in all the formats and styles used, 
must be governed by the same ethical and quality standards. The immediacy, the noise of 
social networks, the digital alteration of facts and the desire to gain traffic and followers could 
be generators of fear and manipulation.

Covid-19 has been the first global pandemic in the Internet age. This circumstance changed 
the routines of journalism and mass communication from the use of social networks, in which 
anyone can become a sender and receiver on the multimedia highways. This technological 
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development has influenced the dispositions of citizens who, according to the circumstances 
of the pandemic, satisfied the desire for information with all kinds of content, often without 
any rigor, criteria or certainty, a trend that could generate anguish and fear. The new forms of 
communication and their technology require senders and receivers with more reflection skills, 
capable of contributing to strengthening social relations and citizen well-being.

Also, for the first time, the media and professional journalism shared public space with 
social networks, an unprecedented situation that influenced content, forms of presentation and 
routines of the media and a good opportunity to compare the quality of professional information 
with other content and trends in networks and its influence on the moods of netizens.
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