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This paper will discuss if media sources should be considered reliable source of truthful and factual information or if their reliability should be questioned. To address this topic there will be discussion surrounding how the media covered the COVID-19 pandemic. There will be a view of how the media works in patterns and if their information comes from a primarily negative of positive stance. This information will further be used to come to a decision on whether media sources reported the pandemic in a clear and factual manner or if they spread misinformation in order to get high levels of engagement from readers.
The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic originated in the Hubei Province of China towards the end of 2019 and spread broadly enough to be declared a global health emergency by the World Health Organisation on 30th January 2020 (Velavan & Meyer, 2020). When the first case of COVID-19 was detected in the UK on 31st January 2020 it was heavily publicised by the media, though in the early stages it was mostly reported in a factual unbiased way (Wright, 2021). News outlets in countries that were not yet affected by COVID-19 even go as far as reassuring the public, with headlines such as “There’s no need to panic” (Dabby, 2020). However, the medias portrayal of the virus changed when it started to hit the UK, with headlines including “England's Covid-19 infection rate too high for further easing, experts say” (Mason & Devlin, 2020). It has been said that media headlines that offer either an extremely negative or positive headline are the ones that get the most engagement (Rout et al., 2019), and it is clear to see that the media in the UK focused on putting out extremely negative headlines. 
The media has a pattern of reporting the negative side of a story rather than the positives (Jia et al., 2016), and this was no different when it comes to reporting COVID-19. There was a pattern amongst of media outlets reporting on the number of COVID-19 cases (Blanchard, 2020) and the number of daily deaths linked to the virus (Booth & Duncan, 2020). There were also news headlines naming individuals who had died with the virus (Weaver & Dodd, 2020), showing the medias attempt to portray negativity on a personal level. Very little news articles were based on the recovery rates of people infected with COVID-19, though there is insufficient data around recovery rates to be reported on (Office for National Statistics, 2020). Media outlets would have had the ability to report on the recovery rates on a personal level similar to the reporting style of Weaver & Dodd (2020), however reporting on the cases and deaths was seen as a way of getting higher engagement from readers.
The types of articles that were released from media outlets are said to be a tactic of scaremongering (Freckelton, 2020). With news headlines such as “Coronavirus tracked: UK now has more daily deaths than rest of Europe combined” (Cuthbertson, 2020), the ability of the media to insinuate fear into the general public is clear to see. News articles even went as far as reporting on the death toll by region, allowing readers to check on the death toll in their local community (MacMath, 2020). Media influence has been proven to have an effect on a persons’ mental health (Morris, 2006), yet it appears that this is not taken into consideration when these articles get written. The COVID-19 pandemic has already been found to have an adverse effect on the mental health of the population caused by a combination of factors including financial difficulties (Mental Health Foundation, 2020). Taking this into account, should the scaremongering tactics used by the media be held accountable for its adverse effect on mental health?
Another aspect of COVID-19 that was heavily publicised by the media is lockdowns, restrictions, and guidelines. Compared to the way the media reported the severity of the virus with daily case and death figures, the way different media outlets reported on this topic varied in comparison. It appears that under the topic of lockdowns, restrictions and guidelines, the way it was portrayed varied more depending on who was reporting it. Two media headlines on the same day differed so much on their take on lockdown restrictions, one reads “End of lockdown in sight as pubs, restaurants and hotels to reopen in early July” (Rayner, 2020), whereas another reads “Coronavirus: Experts warn of post-lockdown drugs binge” (Clarkson, 2020), showing that this topic had further means for media outlets to put their own opinions on the topic. Topics appear to follow the same pattern on extreme positives or negatives, a pattern that is clearly seen in the mentioned headlines. One focuses on the extreme positives by discussing the possibility of regaining some freedoms once restrictions are eased (Rayner, 2020), while the other focuses on the extreme negatives by discussing how the lockdown has led to an increase in drug use by drug users (Clarkson, 2020). While both are reported in what appears to be a reliable and factual manner, the way they interpret restrictions, and their differing opinions is clear to see. 
The scopes of the media are further complicated when it comes to the use of Covid passes as it appears to be a topic that most agree on. It initially appears that the media agrees with the use of Covid passes, however when investigated further it is clear to see that this is not necessarily the case. When reporting on the breaches of COVID-19 regulations by ‘Cinema & Co’, the focus on all media headlines appears to be relatively similar. Headlines included “Cinema & Co owner handed £15,000 fine and suspended prison sentence” (Dewey, 2021) and set about demonising the owner Ms Redfern for refusing to follow the rules. While appearing to be factual reports on what happens to businesses and individuals who fail to comply with the regulations, the way the media portrayed these findings still appears to be a scaremongering tactic targeting those who flout the rules. Stating the large fine and suspended prison sentence that the owner of Cinema & Co received appears to be a topic reported in a negative way in order to garner more engagement by insinuating fear to readers.
Taking the findings into account, the question of can the media be trusted does not offer a clear and concise answer. While media outlets often do report facts, the way they go about it differs greatly and it can appear difficult to find those facts behind their differing opinions. Ultimately, the media is a business, and they can only continue to make a profit by reaching a wide number of people (Braun, 2019). As a result, different media outlets will publish content that differs based on the opinions of its readers. This is especially true in the UK, with differing newspapers being on different ends of the political spectrum, some are more ‘left-wing’ while some are more ‘right-wing’ (Smith, 2017). Based on this, the reliability of information from UK based media sources is bound to differ based on the interests of the individual outlet.
In conclusion, media sources are unable to be fully trusted when it comes to reporting in a factual way. While many will state the facts somewhere in the article, they often will not discuss the full picture based on what effect they want for the reader.  This is clear to see when discussing the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths articles containing these statistics are published consistently, however there is no mention of the number of patients recovered in comparison within the same articles. When taking this and the research completed into account, the media can only be relied upon to state certain facts providing they are from a reliable source, however these should not be taken as the full story behind the article. There must always be consideration that there are more reliable sources available, and that the media is ultimately writing to create the effect they desire upon the public.
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