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“[A] winding journey through the most glaring, damaging and humorous typos, misprints, misidentifications, fuzzy numbers and obiticides in the history of journalism, from the accidental to the malicious.”


—Publishers Weekly


 


“Craig Silverman . . . turns what could have been a sudsy little stocking stuffer into a serious study of why journalists fail so often.”


 —American Journalism Review


 


“Regret the Error is not an indictment of the media, or an apologia, but a reminder that in this age of instantaneous news, citizen publishing and online scoops getting it right still counts for something.”


—J. D. Lascia, author of Darknet: Hollywood’s War Against the Digital Generation and Senior Fellow, Society for New Communications Research


 


“The book is in effect a paean to fact checking and sound journalism, and it deserves to join [Evelyn Waugh’s] seminal work [Scoop] atop every journalism school syllabus—and on the desk of every reporter and editor.”


—The Walrus


 


“Silverman takes the media to task, . . . call[ing] for greater efforts to reduce errors and to correct them.”


—The Oregonian


 


“Mixing humorous corrections taken from large and small newspapers alike, Silverman gives historical context to the current problems (he laments the demise of newspaper proofreaders) and then proposes solutions for busy newsrooms (such as random post publication fact checking). . . . [The book] is academic but never dry, as Silverman smartly breaks up what could be monotonous journo-speak with more than 300 amusing media corrections.”


—Variety
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Introduction to the Paperback Edition



I FIRST LEARNED of an error in this book even before its publication in November 2007.


Robert Basler, a senior editor at Reuters, e-mailed me in October to point out an error he had found in the advance copy I had sent him. “Don’t shoot the messenger,” he wrote, “but on Page 115, the last entry in the Common Errors chapter, you mention the South China Morning News. You may be right, but as somebody who lived in Hong Kong for eight years, I’ve only heard of the South China Morning Post.”


Basler, who went on to use Regret the Error as a textbook in a journalism class he taught at George Washington University, had responded to my request for readers to contact me if they spotted an error in the book. He was, of course, correct: the paper’s name is the South China Morning Post. So, shortly after receiving his e-mail, I posted a correction to the book’s Web site. It was the first of what would, as of this writing, total twelve corrections.


Basler’s correction was followed roughly twenty-four hours later by one from Slate’s media critic, Jack Shafer. He correctly noted that Apple Inc. was still called Apple Computer Inc. in 2006 when the company was embroiled in a lawsuit brought by Apple Corps, a company owned by the Beatles. (I had also incorrectly called the band’s company Apple Music.)


Soon, Aldous Russell, a man who frequently spots typos on RegretTheError.com, reported a misspelling of “Fresno” in the book. He was joined by retired proofreaders, a university professor, and other kind folks who demonstrated their skills as volunteer copy editors. Bless them all.


Though I regret each of the errors that led to these corrections, I’m grateful that eagle-eyed readers took up the challenge and helped me fix mistakes contained in the first edition of this book. I hope that all of the errors have been discovered and corrected, and I encourage you to continue to spot errors in this edition. As was the case with the hardcover, you can report an error and read and subscribe to all of the book’s corrections at http://book.regrettheerror.com. I look forward to hearing from you.


The e-mails and letters detailing my mistakes were just one portion of the feedback I got for this book. I was also granted the Arthur Rowse Award for Press Criticism for Regret the Error, which I was honored to receive from the National Press Club. When I traveled to Washington, D.C. to accept the award in July 2008, I made one important stop before the ceremony: the Newseum, D.C.’s museum devoted to the news business.


Though the recently re-opened museum boasted a brand-new $450 million facility, I must confess that the first thing I did was head to a bathroom, camera in hand. Once inside, I was greeted by this text:


 


To Err Is Human, To Correct Divine


 


Just as some dive bars fill their men’s rooms with strange newspaper stories or photos of scantily-clad women to occupy the eyes of patrons, the Newseum has covered the walls of its restrooms with notable corrections and errors to offer up some amusing accuracy-related content. (If it weren’t for the fact that the Newseum contains other interesting displays about accuracy and bias, I might have taken offense to the placement of the topic.)


“Even the best newspapers make mistakes,” reads a small plaque placed inside the restroom. “The flubs on these walls . . . include headlines that don’t mean what they say and corrections that admit truly embarrassing errors.”


Among the unfortunate headlines displayed in the restroom was “Crowds Rushing To See Pope Trample 6 To Death.” A murderous pontiff would no doubt attract a crowd, but obviously that wasn’t the real story. One of the best errors showcased was a weather map of the United States, replete with different markings and shading to depict meteorological trends. Below it was this caption: “Shaded parts of map locate areas occupied by Israel since 1967.” This must have been shocking news to residents of Wisconsin, Iowa, and Illinois, all of whom resided in the aforementioned shaded regions.


Apart from the restrooms, the Newseum display about media accuracy included some of the famous errors detailed in this book, such as “Dewey Defeats Truman” and the erroneous reporting about the Sago Mine disaster of 2007. Like errors and corrections themselves, the display was amusing, informative, and important. But you can only spend so long chuckling at the mistakes of the past before your mind turns to the errors and corrections of the present. This brings me to some important research that came to light just before this book was published.


In late 2007, Scott Maier, a leading newspaper-accuracy researcher and an important source for Regret the Error, revealed some of the findings from his latest study, Tip of the Iceberg: Published Corrections Represent Two Percent of Factual Errors in Newspapers. In it, Maier checked to see if the 1,200 factual errors he had identified in U.S. newspapers in a previous study were corrected by the papers in which they originally appeared. No one had ever looked at this before, as for decades the focus has been on identifying the number of errors—not how many errors are actually corrected by newspapers. As the title of his paper indicates, Maier found that roughly only two percent of the verified factual errors were ever corrected.


“While it is not plausible or arguably even desirable for every newspaper error to be detected and corrected, this study shows the corrections box represents the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of mistakes made in a newspaper, therefore providing only a limited mechanism for setting the record straight,” Maier wrote in Tip of the Iceberg. “The findings also challenge journalists’ widely held perception that errors, when detected, are commonly corrected.”


 


ONE OF THE QUESTIONS I am most frequently asked is whether things are getting better or worse. Are journalists making more errors than they did years or decades ago? Are we correcting more of them? (These questions are often followed by a request for me to name the worst newspaper; unfortunately, the body of accuracy research doesn’t offer a definitive answer.)


The final chapter of this book outlines some of the innovations taking place in relation to accuracy and corrections, but I fear that not enough news organizations are embracing them. Overall, we’re holding to practices decades—or even centuries—old that are, as evidenced by Maier’s research, woefully inadequate. And given the current economic challenges facing newspapers in particular, I fear that things could indeed get worse.


Some papers are attempting to practice addition by subtraction by cutting or buying out newsroom staff in the hope that the reduced costs can combine with a more entrepreneurial workplace culture to help bring about change and a return to those wonderful newspaper profit margins of yesteryear.


That’s all well and good in theory, but the dangerous reality is that today’s journalists are required to do more with less. Reporters don’t just file for a print edition; they now also file daily or hourly copy for a Web site. They may also be asked to contribute to a blog or a podcast, or to do video and photographic work. Though I do believe every journalist should be trained to tell stories in a variety of ways, the fact is that overworking people while also reducing the ranks of copy editors who provide quality control is a recipe for disaster. This potential worst-case scenario already played out in a small way at the Orlando Sentinel.


In October of last year, the Sentinel’s public editor wrote a column that warned of a “frightening” spike in the paper’s number of corrections. “In the past three months, the newspaper has corrected more than a third more errors of its own making on average than it did during the relatively placid prior five months,” wrote Manning Pynn in a column, “Errors expose need for editing,” published on October 28, 2007. He reported that the previous three months “have accounted, thus far, for significantly more corrections of internally generated errors than the newspaper averaged in that three-month period during the prior five years.”


Something had caused a rise in the number of errors and corrections at the paper. Pynn shared what he believed to be the cause.


“When the Sentinel tightened its financial belt back in June, it lost a wealth of seasoned veterans, many of them editors,” Pynn wrote. “Those journalists not only wrote headlines and captions. They also scrutinized the work of reporters—correcting spelling, straightening out syntax, double-checking facts—before publication. With fewer people to do that now, less of that important work gets done, and the result is more published errors.”


The Internet has increased the potential for fact-checking, collaboration with readers, and more effective corrections, but, with many newsrooms struggling to maintain the problematic status quo, innovation is not the norm. As a result, things seem to be getting worse and many of the papers that have reduced the number of copy editors and reporters could find themselves in the Sentinel’s situation.


“Every business’ success depends on the reliability of its products or services,” wrote Pynn. “If their reliability declines, people are less likely to buy them. Newspapers are particularly susceptible to that phenomenon.”


Think about Maier’s findings and the Sentinel example and apply them to another industry. Would you buy a car with such a high failure rate? Would you buy food from a company that only caught two percent of contaminations? Likely not. So why do we accept such a low standard in journalism? And why aren’t we doing more to improve the quality of our product?


Thanks in large part to the Internet, journalism is undergoing significant changes. The profession and its product are evolving, but the same can’t be said for error prevention and corrections. This period of transformation is the ideal time to reexamine and recommit to attaining accuracy in reporting.


In the midst of all this change, however, one thing that has remained constant since this book was published is the onslaught of worrisome and hilarious errors and corrections. (Some fall into the category of being hilariously worrisome.) Whatever the future holds for accuracy and journalism as a whole, it seems certain that the river of errors and corrections will continue to flow for decades to come.















The Best Corrections of 2007–08



In an article in Monday’s newspaper, there may have been a misperception about why a Woodstock man is going to Afghanistan on a voluntary mission. Kevin DeClark is going to Afghanistan to gain life experience to become a police officer when he returns, not to shoot guns and blow things up. The Sentinel-Review apologizes for any embarrassment this may have caused.


—Sentinel-Review (Ontario)
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In the May 25 “Explainer,” Michelle Tsai asserted that an eight ball is about 10 lines of cocaine. While the size of a line depends on personal preference, most users would divide an eight ball into more than 25 lines.


—Slate
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A headline on a report in The Caucus roundup yesterday, about The New York Post’s error in reporting that Senator John Kerry had chosen Richard A. Gephardt as his running mate in 2004, misstated the famous headline in The Chicago Daily Tribune in 1948 when the paper declared the wrong winner in the presidential race. The headline was “Dewey Defeats Truman,” not “Dewey Beats Truman.”


—New York Times
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An error occurred in the story “Weather Blamed in Death,” which appeared in Wednesday’s edition. In the story, it’s stated that the “Oasis shelter is the one in the city that accepts people.” The sentence should have read “The Oasis shelter is the only one in the city that accepts intoxicated people.” We apologize for the error.


—The Daily Herald Tribune (Alberta)
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An answer in yesterday’s edition of Isaac Asimov’s Super Quiz was wrong. As every proud Canadian knows, the second-largest country in the world is Canada, not Ukraine. Ukraine’s nice but Canada’s a lot bigger.


—Toronto Sun
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‘Gossip Girl’: In Sunday’s Calendar section, the Monitor column about “Gossip Girl” misquoted two lines of dialogue between characters discussing one’s relationship. It read: “Jenny: ‘Is that why we went dessert?’ Elise: ‘You went dessert?!?!?!’” The correct lines on the show were: “Jenny: ‘Is that why we went to third?’ Friend: ‘You went to third?’”


—Los Angeles Times
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In a report on page 3 of The Australian on April 10, “Girl from the Gong to take on the world”, it was stated that a contestant at the Miss World Australia beauty pageant had said she “believed in injustice and inequality”. This was incorrect. The contestant said: “I believe in justice, equality and integrity.” The Australian apologises for the error.


—The Australian


[image: Image]


An obituary on July 21 of Shirley Slesinger Lasswell, who marketed memorabilia and toys based on A. A. Milne’s children’s books about Winnie the Pooh, misspelled the name of the department store that agreed to let her set up Pooh Corners for children. It is Neiman Marcus, not Nieman Marcus. (The Times has misspelled the company’s name in at least 195 articles since 1930.)


—New York Times
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A HEADLINE in Monday’s Daily News, “He regrets his role in ‘postal’ vid,” implied that Richard Marino, the subject of a YouTube video, was sorry for an incident in December at a Brooklyn post office. Marino, in fact, is not sorry. The News regrets the error.


—New York Daily News
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An article in Wednesday’s Calendar section about an English-language newspaper in Mexico City referred to the many U.S. ex-patriots who live there. It should have said expatriates.


—Los Angeles Times
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A caption on Saturday with a picture showing a Pakistani man on his bicycle carrying a painting of his son, who he says was abducted by Pakistani intelligence agents in 2001, misspelled the name of the Pakistani capital. It is Islamabad, not Islambad.


—New York Times
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OUR STORY on the price of tomatoes last week misquoted Alistair Petrie, general manager of Turners and Growers. Discussing the price of tomatoes Petrie was talking about retail rate not retail rape. We apologise for the misunderstanding.


—Sunday Star-Times (New Zealand)
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Australian cricketer Don Bradman was carried, not curried, off the field during the Ashes series in August 1938 (Heroic Hutton leads England to 903, page 12, the archive, November 6).


—Guardian (UK)
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In “They live by night,” page 4, G2 August 27, we wrote about a man who beat bats to death with a dingy paddle; we meant dinghy paddle.


—Guardian (UK)
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If readers of the Book Review have been considering picking up a little conversational Hindi, they would probably do well to not begin with the sample list of words in the Jan. 7 review of “Sacred Games,” a novel by Vikram Chandra that sprinkles untranslated Hindi throughout its English text. Indian readers pointed out that while most of the Hindi terms in the review were innocuous, several were in fact obscene suitable for Chandra’s tough-guy characters, no doubt, but not for the Book Review, where editors failed to check the meaning of the words in the novel’s glossary.


—New York Times Book Review
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A front-page article yesterday about the role that Barack Obama’s wife, Michelle, is playing in his presidential campaign rendered incorrectly a word in a quotation from Valerie Jarrett, a friend of the Obamas who commented on their decision that he would run. She said in a telephone interview, “Barack and Michelle thought long and hard about this decision before they made it” not that they “fought” long and hard.


—New York Times
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Clarification: A story in yesterday’s Nation pages about Mitt Romney mixing up Barack Obama and Osama bin Laden said that Fox News Channel president Roger Ailes had previously used the similarity between the names Osama and Obama to mock the senator. Fox News says Ailes was making a joke aimed at President Bush, not Obama, when Ailes said in a speech to broadcast executives in March: “And it is true that Barack Obama is on the move. I don’t know if it’s true that President Bush called Musharraf and said, ‘Why can’t we catch this guy?’”


—Boston Globe
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Army Spec. Hugo Gonzalez was misidentified in two photo captions with the Oct. 1 installment of the Left of Boom series, and his rank was incorrect on Page One. Also, in some editions of the Oct. 2 installment of the series, the full name of an EFP, a type of weapon used by insurgents, was incorrectly given as “explosively formed perpetrator.” It should have been “explosively formed penetrator.”


—Washington Post
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A story on Page B4 on Wednesday about foraging for edible mushrooms contained a photo of amanita muscaria, which is a poisonous and hallucinogenic mushroom. It was a copy editor’s error.


—Portland Press Herald (Maine)
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A report “From Bombay to Rajasthan” (“Newscape” page, January 8, 2007) stated that actor Elizabeth Hurley will wear “a 4,000-pound sari by designer Tarun Tahiliani” during her wedding in March. While one reader wondered how she would be able to lift the 1,800 kg sari, another reader said there are possible fears about the bride being reduced to pulp by its weight. It was an error. The word “pound” was used instead of the currency symbol for pound sterling (£).


—The Hindu
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We misspelled the word misspelled twice, as mispelled, in the Corrections and clarifications column on September 26, page 30.


—The Guardian (UK)


NOTABLE APOLOGIES


An article about Lord Lambton (“Lord Louche, sex king of Chiantishire”, News Review, January 7) falsely stated that his son Ned (now Lord Durham) and daughter Catherine held a party at Lord Lambton’s villa, Cetinale, in 1997, which degenerated into such an orgy that Lord Lambton banned them from Cetinale for years. In fact, Lord Durham does not have a sister called Catherine (that is the name of his former wife), there has not been any orgiastic party of any kind and Lord Lambton did not ban him (or Catherine) from Cetinale at all. We apologise sincerely to Lord Durham for the hurt and embarrassment caused.


—Sunday Times (UK)
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Michael Platt’s editorial on July 21, 2008 may have inadvertently left the impression that General Motors in some way supported neo-Nazis. That was not the intention of the line in question and the Sun greatly regrets not being more clear in the story. The Sun apologizes to GM, its dealers and customers. General Motors has employees in six continents, 192 countries, 23 time zones, and works in more than 50 languages. GM strives to create a culture and a business environment based upon inclusion, mutual respect, responsibility, and understanding of all people.


—Calgary Sun


[image: Image]


On December 22, 2006, The Australian published an article on page 28 titled, “Coffa backs measures to restore order”. In it, The Australian incorrectly stated that Ms Van Tienen had been found guilty by the Australian Sport Anti-Doping Authority of trafficking drugs and banned from participating in weightlifting for two years. Ms Van Tienen has never been charged or convicted of drug offences, has never been banned from the sport, nor has she ever been involved in an organised drug ring. The Australian apologises unreservedly for any hurt or embarrassment caused to Ms Van Tienen by the publication.


—The Australian
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In a report about the Scottish elections, an editing error led to us wrongly suggesting that John Swinburne of the Scottish Senior Citizens’ Unity Party had been accused of allegedly causing a breach of the peace by running amok in a polling station with a golf club (Recrimination follows chaos over new Scots voting procedures, page 5, May 5). We apologise to Mr Swinburne for any embarrassment or distress caused.


—Guardian (UK)
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In Friday’s article on Liz Hurley’s wedding it was wrongly stated that the actress is holding a pheasant shoot on the Sunday after the ceremony. Game shooting is of course illegal on Sundays and the pheasant season ended on Feb 1. We apologise for the error and accept that if any shooting is to be done it will be by the paparazzi, who have no season and do not observe the Sabbath.


—Daily Telegraph (UK)
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On May 6 under the headline “Grease chiefs hit by pounds 8k Gest list” we said that David Gest had made a string of backstage demands before agreeing to appear on the show including a DVD of himself being played in his dressing room together with various refreshments served at specific temperatures and chauffeur-driven cars for his friends. In fact, David did not make any of these demands which, we have now discovered, were circulated as a hoax by an unknown person and we apologise to David Gest for publishing them.


—Mirror (UK)
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We were wrong to say in our headlines (yesterday, front page and page 4) that the report of Judge Rupert Bursell QC into a complaint of drunkenness against Dr Tom Butler, the Bishop of Southwark, had concluded that Dr Butler was drunk. Judge Bursell did not hear any evidence or reach any conclusions as to the truth of the complaint. We apologise to Dr Butler for the distress and embarrassment this must have caused him.


—Times (UK)
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Our item about Slough in the last issue said the leader of the Tory group on the council was Cllr Diana Coad. In fact that honour currently falls to one Derek Cryer. “Lady” Diana, who is also the party’s parliamentary candidate for the town, merely behaves as if she is leader. Apologies to the invisible man.


—Private Eye (UK)















Foreword



NOBODY’S PERFECT—not even journalists . . . especially not journalists.


Reporters and editors make mistakes. Indeed, we are probably more likely than most to do so. For just as bartenders break more glass because they handle more beer, so journalists who traffic in facts are bound to drop some along the way.


Yet too often, we won’t admit that. What is plainly obvious—even a matter of liturgical confession for people of many faiths—is heretical to the reporting cult: People are fallible. But we journalists too often believe we are not. We were trained to seek and attain nothing less lofty than truth. Accuracy. Objectivity. We were the trusted ones. Impartial experts. Fair and balanced.


Alan Rusbridger, editor of London’s Guardian, said at a 2007 meeting of the Organization of News Ombudsmen at Harvard, “Since a free press first evolved, we have derived our authority from a feeling—a sense, a pretense—that journalism is, if not infallible, something close to it. We speak of ourselves as being interested in the truth, the real truth. We’re truth seekers, we’re truth tellers, and we tell truth to power.” But then he quoted Walter Lippman from 1922: “If we assume that news and truth are two words for the same thing we shall, I believe, arrive nowhere.”


It is time for journalists to trade in our hubris and recapture our humanity and humility. And the best way to do that is simply to admit: We make mistakes.


Craig Silverman’s examination of the art of the correction in his blog and now this book could not come at a better time for journalism. For the public’s trust in news organizations is falling about as fast as their revenues are (and, yes, those facts may be related). One way to earn back that trust is to face honestly and directly the trade’s faults. The more—and more quickly—that news organizations admit and correct their mistakes, prominently and forthrightly, the less their detractors will have grounds to grumble about them.


But for journalists, to admit mistakes is to expose failure; corrections, in this logic, diminish stature and authority rather than enhance them. In my experience, some reporters and editors have tended to think that if they just ignored a mistake for long enough, it—or at least its memory and stench—would fade away.


But now that journalists’ readers and sources can be heard via their personal printing presses on the Web, it is no longer possible to ignore errors or, worse, to hide them. As Ken Layne, an early blogger, warned mainstream media in 2001: “We can fact-check your ass.” And fact-check we bloggers do.


At first, most journalists I knew resented this new layer of editing by the masses. In September 2004, bloggers took the allegedly three-decades-old documents that Dan Rather used as the basis of his putative exposé of George Bush’s military service and only hours later exposed them as clumsy computerized forgeries. But Rather waited twelve days to respond, and when he did, he dismissed the bloggers as partisan operatives (a story Craig will tell in greater depth in the pages that follow). If Rather had sincerely sought the truth, his response to the bloggers should have been: “Thanks. I don’t know as much as you do about typewriters and word processors. So let’s get to the facts together.” Instead, he barricaded himself in his castle until he fell off his throne—or rather, his anchor chair.


But journalists’ attitude toward their new army of fact-checkers soon changed. Contrast Rather’s performance with Reuters’ two years later. In August 2006, bloggers—among them the same one who helped debunk the Bush documents, Charles Johnson of LittleGreenFootballs.com—showed how a photographer working for the news service had embellished the image of smoke from explosions caused by Israeli bombs in Beirut. Reuters immediately pulled those photographs off its wire, investigated, soon fired the photographer, reorganized its photography staffing and procedures, and investigated technology to help prevent tampering. But most important, Reuters publicly thanked Johnson and the bloggers. In so doing, it was saying to him and to its readers and sources: We all respect the truth. We’re all in this together.


But this discussion should be about more than just errors and corrections. This is about new and better ways to gather, share, and verify news. And it is about a radically different and improved relationship between journalists and the public they serve. These changes in the culture and practice of journalism will not just bolster journalism’s reputation but also expand its reach and impact in society.


Still, our discussion does start with the error. For it is through the error and the correction that the public has been let into the news to improve it. That—and the rare letter to the editor that makes print—had been the only chinks in the castle walls around journalism. But now, thanks to the Internet, the public and journalists can do so much more together. The correction is only the beginning of a long list of new means of collaboration.


Consider the notion that news should be not a product but a process. We have thought of news as a thing—finished, complete, and polished—simply because that was what old media required: The story could be printed or broadcast just once, and then it was history—so, by God, you’d better get it right the first time, for there was no second time.


But now look at how news can be covered: A reporter may blog an idea for a story and ask the public what they know and want to know, what and whom to ask. The reporter also may get that idea directly from a reader writing on his or her blog. In the last year or so, this has become commonplace in newsrooms that once shunned blogs. Reporting has unquestionably improved as a result. Next, the reporter may share notes, interviews, and questions with the public, who now can help by providing information and corrections before the story is completed. I have seen this, too. Today, stories are more and more often being published on the Web before they go to print—this has become policy at a number of the world’s leading newspapers, including the Guardian and Telegraph in London. This means that a story can be read and corrected, again, before it is published. Once it is printed, though, it need no longer be discarded as fish wrapping, and it need no longer enshrine errors in archival eternity. The story can and should live on, with conversation around it, on a newspaper’s site or on the blogs that link to it, and with not only corrections but also more facts and reporting and new perspectives.


As is their wont, bloggers have taken this process one step further: We often put out stories that are unfinished—half-baked, as we call them. This is not because, as some traditionalists would wish to argue, we are irresponsible or lazy. It is so we can get the full story faster by saying, in essence: Here’s what I know, and here’s what I don’t know. What do you know? We reach a fuller set of facts and understandings together.


Also consider the bloggers’ generally accepted ethic of the correction: When we make errors beyond a simple typo, it is important for us not only to correct them, and quickly, but also to acknowledge our mistakes. We often strike through the original error, in case an early reader linking to us relied on that mistake as fact. I await technology that will also allow us to send out alerts of our corrections to those who read or wrote about what we said: the ability to subscribe to content and be told when it is updated.


Further, the Internet also enables us to change the very structure of articles and even of interviews. Why shouldn’t a quote in an article link to its spot within an entire interview? Not that most readers would want to dig through such raw news gathering, but in case they do want to investigate, they may. The real significance of this is that quotes need no longer be taken out of context, because we can link to them in their context. Thus we would eliminate an entire class of errors.


The nature of the interview itself changes, too, as subjects more frequently demand to conduct interviews via e-mail. This allows them to craft their responses and not be subject to the spoken missteps and gotcha moments inherent in live interviews. This also supplies sources with a complete record of the conversation, to be used to check against a reporter’s work and to be made public.


So now, on the Internet, the public has its own means of both verification and response. Now we can argue with the guy who buys ink by the barrel. We have bits by the barrel. This process can be so effective that Susan Crawford, a professor at New York’s Cardozo Law School, has theorized that libel laws and litigation have become less necessary. “Libel law,” she blogged, “seems much less relevant. Rather than sue, you can just write back.”


So far, we have been focusing mostly on how new technology can help prevent and correct errors. But this same technology can also help foster a relationship among professionals and amateurs that is so much richer and more productive than in the past—a relationship that, I believe, may ultimately both save and extend journalism. For just as members of the public may now correct an error or fill in a fact, they also may join in the process of reporting. I call this networked journalism. Gannett has reorganized its newsrooms in part around this concept. Jay Rosen, a journalism professor at New York University, established NewAssignment.net to experiment with open, group-reporting projects. I see citizens recording town meetings that newspapers cannot afford to cover and using the Internet to let their neighbors hear. Techniques such as these expand journalism even as journalistic institutions are shrinking.


Taken together, these changes radically advance the relationship between professional journalists and the public, shifting the field of encounter from errors and confrontation to collaboration and respect. Rosen has written that journalistic professionalism has served too often to separate journalists from the public they serve. Some regret that the line between professional and amateur is blurring. I do not. I prefer the level playing field. I also prefer seeing journalists in the communities they cover, not just as chroniclers, but also as helpmates. As more amateurs commit more acts of journalism, it is in their interests and those of journalists and society for them to do it better. And so the role of the journalist may shift to enabling and educating—to helping these amateurs get the facts they want and get them reliably. Thus the journalist corrects the public as the public corrects the journalist.


As it is possible for any of us to become reporters, it is also true that we must all become editors. For as Craig makes clear when he cites examples of the viral spread of misinformation, the speed of news today and our ability to see current, unedited, unverified reports necessitates that we in the audience become better at distinguishing raw from refined news. This will become only more pronounced as more news is disseminated live. The next time there is, God forbid, a disaster covered by citizens with camera phones, they will likely send both photos and video to the Internet live, as the news occurs. So we all may share the vantage point of witnesses to news, but we will not have the perspective and time that reporting gives us to vet that news. We will get more news more quickly—which is good—but also more misimpressions. This necessitates better training in media and news literacy, so we can spot or at least suspect the errors as they are spread.


As much as some would wish that journalism would be practiced in the future as it has been in their own lifetimes, there is no denying or resisting the changes taking place in technology, culture, and media. The Guardian’s Rusbridger discussed a few of those changes in his speech before the ombudsmen.


First, more American news outlets are beginning to follow, if timidly, the European model of newspapering. The Guardian has no problem saying it is liberal—indeed, its mission is to be the world’s leading liberal voice. In the United States we coyly dance around such admissions. Some journalists were shocked when the first New York Times ombudsman, Dan Okrent, called that paper liberal; others were hardly surprised. Fox News still insists on calling itself only fair and balanced; the joke is that this phrase has become synonymous with conservatism. I say those are lies of omission. Journalists do have perspectives and, yes, opinions. Their decisions about what to cover and how to cover it cannot help but reflect that. I won’t start a debate about the merits and prospects of an objective press—this foreword would go on forever—but I do think that dropping the institutional voice for a human voice is just more honest. Said Rusbridger,




BUT IT’S PERHAPS INEVITABLE that, the more you move from reporting to advocacy, campaigning, and persuasion, the more people will question you. Any force in society which attempts to exert active strong influence can’t be surprised to find people wanting to question everything from your motives to your methods.


In other words, handing down tablets of stone and telling people “this is how it is” is a less persuasive proposition than it once was. It’s laborious to recite the numerous surveys of trust, which show that journalists are not invariably regarded as dealers of the unclouded truth. As an industry, we tend to react to such surveys with disdain or hurt or contempt.


In the words of the Millwall football chant, “No one likes us, we don’t care.”





But journalists can no longer stand apart. As Rusbridger pointed out, in the old days—a few years ago—the public had “few independent ways of verifying a newspaper or broadcast account, certainly on the day it was published or broadcast. Now a huge amount of information is simultaneously released.” He continued,




WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? It means that inquiring, suspicious, or specialist readers (by which I mean people with a particular interest in a particular subject) will swiftly be able to test your journalism for accuracy or bias against any published information. Of course, we still have sources of information not available to just anyone. But today there are millions of fact checkers out there. Millions of them have their own blogs or websites. So we can refuse systematically to correct or clarify our journalism, but we would be foolish to imagine that it will therefore go uncorrected or unclarified. It will: all that will happen is that it will take place elsewhere.





The net of this, Rusbridger said, is that journalism is not about “delivering the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. No one believes that anymore if they ever did.” And journalism is not “an infallible way of ascertaining what is going wrong around us.” Instead, “It is something more fluid—a much more iterative thing than the tablet of stone. It is about us saying, ‘this is how it seems to us; it’s not the definitive word on the subject by any means; some of you will know more about this; we can collaborate to try to get closer to the truth on this story; this is how you can contribute.’”


News is a process. It is a process of trying to get ever closer to truth, to find more facts now with more hands, to see the story through new perspectives, to fill in the voids and find the shape of news together.


One last point: I certainly do not want to seem to be cavalier about errors, even if I do argue that we are entering an age when we will more often publish first and edit later, even if I advocate publishing half-baked work online so we can cook it together, even if live news brings more misimpressions, even if I propose breaking down the walls between professional and amateur journalism. None of this is an excuse for making mistakes. Quite the contrary: Accuracy must become more attainable through the help of technology and with the aid of more people in the process. That, I believe, is Craig Silverman’s quest: to reveal the art of the correction, the virtue of fixing your mistakes, the value of driving closer to the truth.


In the end, this is about instilling an ethic of transparency—even about our fallibility and foibles—in journalism, professional and amateur. It is about being unafraid to speak in our imperfect human voice instead of hiding behind the cold castle walls of the institution. It is about forging a new relationship of collaboration with the public we serve. It is about our shared goal of a better and more accurately informed society.


We all make mistakes. That’s not the question. The question is what we do next.
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Introduction



THIS BOOK, AND THE WEB SITE that spawned it, was born of a single, remarkable “clarification” that appeared on the front page of Kentucky’s Lexington Herald-Leader on July 4, 2004:




IT HAS COME to the editor’s attention that the Herald-Leader neglected to cover the civil rights movement. We regret the omission.





It was published as part of the paper’s special package about the fortieth anniversary of the passing of the Civil Rights Act in the United States. In preparing the retrospective, the paper discovered a disturbing lack of material in its own archives. Neither the Herald nor the Leader, the two local papers that merged in 1983, had devoted any regular coverage to the movement that led to the passing of the act.


“They catered to the white citizenry, and the white community just prayed that rumors and reports would be swept under the rug and just go away,” Rev. Thomas Peoples, a former leader with the NAACP, told the Herald-Leader. Decades after committing its sins of omission and prejudice, the paper opted for a brief, brave, and remarkable front-page admission of omission.


Prejudice and a desire to pander to their core readership had led the two papers to ignore the facts of the day. And so, forty years later, the Herald-Leader’s current staff felt the need to acknowledge their predecessors’ failures. In just twenty-one words, it attempts to correct errors of omission and unprofessionalism from decades before. Can such a short, straightforward correction actually have any effect? Is it a waste of time? Are corrections in general a waste of time and space? For me, it inspired many key questions about press errors and corrections.


Corrections, usually tucked at the bottom of page A2 in a newspaper or at the end of a magazine’s letters page, are the standard way for a publication to admit its errors. Broadcast news outlets, infrequently, read corrections on the air, or post them to their Web sites. Corrections are often boring and incoherent. Few readers notice them, and those who requested them are often dissatisfied with the result; they would prefer that the error was never made in the first place. Yet, in spite of their failings, corrections, born of ignorance or error, can be remarkably insightful.


The Herald-Leader’s correction was published on the front page—the rarest of locations. I couldn’t help but wonder how many less newsworthy but equally necessary corrections went unread due to their placement within sections or on the back side of the front page.


A few months before the Herald-Leader’s admission, I had written an outline for a Web site that would track and report on media errors and corrections. I viewed it as a way to use the power and convenience of blogs to deliver content and analysis that was lacking in the media world. I had written my two-page proposal and then forgotten about it for a few months; this correction made me look at it again.


On October 13, 2004, I made the Herald-Leader’s belated correction the first post on the site. I also included other recent noteworthy corrections such as this one from the September 30, 2004, edition of my local paper, Montreal’s Gazette:




A CAPTION BELOW a photograph of a demonstrator in a monkey suit on Friday, Sept. 24, may have contained erroneous information. The caption claimed the photograph showed “angry anglophones” voicing displeasure over Bill 22 in 1974. In fact, it is impossible to determine the linguistic background of the demonstrator in the monkey suit.





Only in Quebec could the linguistic background of a person in a monkey suit be an issue worth noting in a correction. In just three sentences, this correction offers elements of the factual, the absurd, and the society that gave rise to it. Clearly, corrections are more than just simple statements of error and regret. I became fascinated with them, their history, and the issue of media accuracy in general.


This book is ostensibly about accuracy, errors, and corrections in newspapers, magazines, online news outlets, and radio and television news broadcasts—all said to be about news and information. But, in a larger sense, we’re all focused on the same thing: trust. In journalism, nothing is possible without trust. Journalists must be able to trust their colleagues and managers, trust their sources and reporting abilities, and trust that the public wants to hear the hard, necessary truths along with the comfortable ones that so easily dominate the news.


If the press does not have the trust of the people it strives to inform, enlighten, and, occasionally, inspire or enrage, it ceases to fulfill the lofty role it claims in a democratic society. Errors and inaccuracies, and the obfuscation of them, erode the fundamental trust journalists require to carry out that role. This book is about trust: how it can be destroyed by errors, how the press can regain it by rededicating itself to accuracy, and why it is perhaps more important now than it has ever been before.


The 2007 State of the News Media report, a massive annual survey published by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, stated clearly that for the American public there has been “more than 20 years of growing skepticism about journalists, their companies and the news media as an institution. As we have noted in other reports, since the early 1980s, the public has come to view the news media as less professional, less accurate, less caring, less moral and more inclined to cover up rather than correct mistakes.”


These disturbing trends are directly linked to the issue of accuracy. “Despite the relative popularity of newspapers . . . people don’t really believe a whole lot of what their daily newspaper tells them,” said the report. “For that matter, they don’t believe much of what any news medium has to say.”


In 1985, 84 percent of Americans said they believed most of what they read in their daily newspaper. By 2004 that number had fallen to 54 percent. The public has doubts about the ability of the press to accurately report the news, and to admit its mistakes when it fails to do so. A Pew survey in 2002 found that only 23 percent of Americans believed that the press is willing to admit its mistakes. It had inched up to 28 percent by 2006, not exactly a ringing endorsement.


In Canada, a 2007 poll asking people to rank the trustworthiness of professions found that only 26 percent of people trusted journalists, with a related category, “other members of the press,” earning the trust of 22 percent of respondents. According to the poll, journalists are trusted more than lawyers and auto mechanics by only 1 percent. (Though we’re still more trusted than CEOs, car salesmen, and politicians—a hollow victory, to be sure.)


The studies and polls conducted during the past several years on the public perceptions of press accuracy are numerous and largely consistent. Robert J. Haiman summarized recent findings in Best Practices for Newspaper Journalists, a handbook prepared for the Freedom Forum in 2000:




IN THE 1999 ASNE Credibility Study, a national random sample of readers had an identical result: Factual errors in news stories corrode the credibility of newspapers publishing the mistakes.


In a 1994 survey of Chicago-area readers by Northwestern University researchers David Nelson and Paul Wang, accuracy was found to be first among characteristics that most bothered readers about newspapers. In a Louis Harris & Associates survey commissioned in 1996 for the Center for Media and Public Affairs, only a bare majority of those surveyed agreed that the media “usually get the facts straight.” And, in a 1998 Media Studies Center national poll, 86 percent of respondents said they believed that stories “often” or “sometimes” contained factual errors.





These findings may lead some to think there was at one time a golden period in journalism when journalists enjoyed total or near-total trust from the public, when accusations of bias, incompetence, or malice weren’t regularly leveled at the profession, and when people consumed news with total faith. While we have seen a decline in trust and believability over recent decades, the truth is that what’s in the press has never been viewed as akin to the word of God. From the early newspapers of the seventeenth century to our advanced, global news operations of today, the public has always had its suspicions about the accuracy of news reporting, and has always had ample reason to have them. The basic criticisms of the press in the twenty-first century are no different from those that were leveled centuries ago. Even with all the advancements in the training of journalists and how they gather and report news, the fundamental issue of accuracy and the lack thereof persists. Today, however, external pressures and the media environment heighten the importance of accuracy and exact a higher toll for errors. Factual errors have never been more publicized; mistakes have never been more costly.


In his book The Kingdom and the Power, Gay Talese noted that, in the 1960s, the internal politics and decision making at the New York Times rarely found their way “beyond the thick walls of the Times building.”


Talese speculated that “if there were reporters and columnists from other publications each day watching and questioning the editors of The Times, following them around and analyzing their acts and recording their errors, if The Times, were covered as The Times covers the world, then [the editors and their paper] would lose much of the dignity and decorum that [they] now [seem] to possess.”


Those words today seem prophetic, not just in respect to the New York Times, but in the case of the entire oft-maligned mainstream press. (An important note: this book is filled with examples of errors and corrections from the Times. Rather than viewing this as an indictment of the paper, it is important to note that the Times is perhaps the most scrutinized and reported-on news organization in the world, a situation born of its influence. Its errors therefore make up a significant portion of those on record.)


The press today relentlessly reports on the press, obsessing over triumphs and failures, decisions, mistakes, and the personalities behind them. So too do the external media watchdog organizations that salivate over evidence that speaks to bias, inaccuracy, or hubris in the press. Blogs and other online news and commentary operations add another layer of scrutiny (and, frequently, ridicule). In this new climate of scrutiny, few things attract more attention than errors or ethical lapses.


“Alerts of journalistic failures are coming more frequently from politicians, bloggers, mainstream press critics and, with more ways to add their own voice, even citizens themselves,” noted the 2007 State of the News Media report. “Perhaps most important, with more choices, the public can easily see the limits of what any one news organization is offering.”


Today, the era of thick walls blocking the flow of information from the newsroom, or repelling the inquiries and accusations of outside parties, seems almost quaint and nostalgic. The reporting of the Times, and of other major news organizations, is itself reported on with some approximation of that paper’s dedication to covering the world.


The press operates under a heavy watch. The level of scrutiny its critics apply to everything it does—from its fixation on the legs and ratings of Katie Couric to its serious journalistic failures—is akin to that which the press applies to public officials or corporate executives (perhaps its exhaustive coverage of celebrities excepted). When the fashion police of Us Weekly begin lambasting frumpy reporters at press conferences, we’ll know the profession has truly gone meta mad.


Today’s culture of scrutiny and criticism in which the once-sacred Gray Lady often finds herself under interrogation is revealing longstanding inadequacies of reporting methods and the difficulties the press faces in attempting to provide accurate information. For criticizing the press, the instrument of choice is facts. Spotting factual errors in press coverage has become a mission for groups and individuals who treat it like a blood sport. This has both exposed the existing, troubling level of reporting errors and increased their impact. The small mistakes—typos and such, errors that used to go unnoticed except for the rare correction—are now cataloged and publicized. Individual reporters are tracked, their mistakes logged and noted, their work unremittingly examined and critiqued. In England, there is a blog devoted solely to the perceived inaccuracies of Victoria Newton, a columnist for the Sun. In the United States, the work of Alessandra Stanley, the television critic for the New York Times, is scoured for errors, thanks to her having falsely accused Geraldo Rivera of “nudging” a rescue worker out of the way in New Orleans so he could get on camera. (Her error was compounded by the paper’s initial refusal to correct it.)


Thanks also to the massive amount of information online and in databases, the ability to fact-check and spot a mistake is greater than ever before. Because of blogs, e-mail, and other technologies that put mass media in the hands of anyone with an Internet connection, the ability to publicize errors is also more powerful and far-reaching. Communications technologies have grown, advanced, and, more important, simplified to such a great extent that the power to publish, disseminate, and attract attention is no longer dependent on buying ink by the barrel or launching satellites.


We are living in an age of fact checking by the public; at the same time, within the press the practice of checking is on the decline. This spells disaster for the error-prone news media.


Writing in Forbes magazine, Rupert Murdoch agreed that “people’s expectations of media have undergone a revolution. They are no longer content to be a passive audience; they insist on being participants, on creating their own material and finding others who will want to read, listen and watch.”


The people formerly known as the audience, to borrow the formulation made famous by New York University journalism professor Jay Rosen, are no longer passive consumers of information. They question, criticize, and, using other forms of media, make their own contributions. The news monopoly once held by major media organizations is being eroded as people acquire the means and motivation to, as the journalist Dan Gillmor put it, “commit acts of journalism.”


As trust in “official” journalism wanes, many other newslike operations are evolving to fill the void. When people stop trusting the media, believing the media, they go elsewhere. Raising the level of accuracy in the press is, I believe, one critical way to ensure the survival of quality journalism within both the mainstream media and the new sources of news that are emerging on what seems a daily basis.


At the core of this changing landscape is the concept of quality. “Quality is more important than ever, because the marketplace is more ruthlessly competitive,” wrote Murdoch.


Journalistic quality is usually expressed as a mixture of accuracy, solid reporting, and strong writing in a professional, ethical environment. This concept of “quality” journalism is often at the heart of the argument against blogs and other new news media put forward by established media organizations as a differentiator. Professional journalists and the heads of large news organizations contend that their work is more professional, more accurate, and therefore of higher quality and more trustworthy than the work of less-established news organizations or external critics. Yet the public believes them less and less, and more than seventy years of media accuracy research confirms the validity of their skepticism.


While some see the new world of blogs and decentralized media as a race away from quality and toward rumor and baseless opinion, we are in fact in the midst of a quality competition for news consumers. Those who innovate and demonstrably show their quality have much to win. Those who cannot or will not get their facts straight, and be transparent about their errors and their process to prevent and acknowledge them, will lose.


Media errors exert an untold—and, of course, unchecked—amount of power on our world. The living are bumped off and the dead are exhumed and inserted in today’s headlines. Thousands become millions, men become women, and the innocent are instantly judged guilty. Errors are also the source of much humor, and have been for centuries. I have attempted to offer in this book some of the most egregious, hilarious, and fascinating of history’s media errors. But more important, I have sought to provide what I believe is the first comprehensive examination of the level of accuracy in the press and the impact of errors. There is much to shake one’s head at; many examples of errors and corrections are simply shocking, or sidesplitting, and I cannot hide my pleasure at presenting some from recent times. But there is a larger, more urgent issue to consider.


People rely on the press for information that informs their daily lives. When that information is incorrect and fails to be corrected, or is unduly influenced by outside forces—sources, corporations, or governments—that attempt to manipulate, this fundamental source of important information becomes corrupted. This has a damaging effect on society as a whole, which in turn contributes to the erosion of the free press. The flow of accurate news and information is essential in a democracy, and the press, which is meant to be a bastion of free speech and the exchange of ideas, has a moral and professional duty to act, not just as a disseminator, but as an arbiter of information. When the press makes mistakes, especially egregious ones, it gives ammunition to those who would curtail its power through increased regulation or legislation that could potentially restrict press freedom and have a corollary effect on freedom of speech. The press is one of the most powerful venues in which freedom of speech is exercised; the act of publication or broadcast is speech itself. When the seemingly powerful media cannot exercise its freedom, average citizens naturally suffer the impact.


If the press is hamstrung by oppressive governments, unduly constrained by courts, or “chilled” by overly restrictive libel laws, it cannot carry out its role as a check and balance on the institutions of government and society. In the case of New York Times Co. v. United States, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black wrote, “Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in government.” That case involved the famous Pentagon Papers, an internal Pentagon report about the Vietnam War. It was leaked to the New York Times and the Washington Post in 1971 by military analyst Daniel Ellsberg after he’d initially tried to make the report available to Congress. The documents revealed important information about the U.S. government’s decision making and views on the war—information that was contrary to the public statements and declarations of top government officials. The government filed injunctions to stop the newspapers from publishing the contents, and the case went all the way to the Supreme Court. In a 6-3 decision, the Court deemed that the government had no right to restrain publication of the Pentagon Papers.


This case is an example of how the press can act as a check on a government that is keeping the truth from its citizens. The “free and unrestrained press” Justice Black wrote of must not be taken for granted. If the press defaults on its commitment to present the facts, it loses the trust and support of the public and becomes vulnerable to restraint.


Errors are a major contributor to an erosion in the level of trust in the press. Once this trust begins to be lost, the rights of the press and indeed of speech itself are threatened. It is then a matter of time until laws are enacted that impinge on the press’s right to publish accurate reports and alternate views that inform and encourage public discourse.


Accuracy helps build the trust that ensures public support of a free press. Errors—especially uncorrected ones—have consequences not only for the people they affect but also for the society as a whole. It’s time to view them with the seriousness they demand.


“Although many journalists may think that spelling and grammar errors, wrong names, wrong titles, wrong addresses, wrong dates and other similar mistakes have relatively little to do with the press’s credibility, the public sees it otherwise,” wrote Robert J. Haiman in Best Practices for Newspaper Journalists. “In all of our roundtables, the frequency of errors was cited as a major reason why the public is increasingly skeptical of what it reads.”


By words and policies, journalists are committed to the pursuit of accuracy, but the deeds do not match up. Today’s media environment is exposing this deficiency, further eroding the credibility of the press.


Decades of research have shown a direct link between the number of errors the public spots in a particular media outlet and that outlet’s loss of credibility. Along with the data compiled by the massive State of the News survey, earlier work also pinpointed a link between accuracy and credibility. A 1988 paper in Journalism Quarterly combined the results of four earlier surveys and stated plainly that “the public thinks that the media could report more accurately and impartially.”


This clear yet unalarmist statement becomes more urgent when one realizes that in the nearly twenty years since it was made, the public perception of press accuracy and believability has dropped.


At a time when the newspaper industry in particular is looking for ways to stem the loss of daily circulation and create growth online, not only is allowing these corrosive errors to continue ethically unacceptable; it’s simply bad business. As Howard Tyner, then the editor of the Chicago Tribune, put it in 2000, “The slightest excuse is sufficient [for readers] to bail out. People get very angry when they see mistakes, especially mistakes that go uncorrected. It’s a credibility issue. If people are thinking about getting rid of you anyway, why serve up a big softball?”


All the ethical and professional arguments in the world can be marshaled in the name of accuracy, but perhaps, in this time of falling revenues, the most persuasive is the business argument. Take, for example, how the value of a typical newspaper is calculated. When Philip Meyer, one of the leading journalism scholars working today, asked two prominent newspaper brokers to estimate how much of a publication’s valuation was “goodwill,” they “both gave the same answer: 80 percent. That leaves only 20 percent for the physical assets,” he wrote in The Vanishing Newspaper.


Meyer describes goodwill as “the organization’s standing in its community. More specifically, it is the habit that members of the community have of giving it money. In accounting terms, it is the value of the company over and above its tangible assets such as printing presses, cameras, buildings, trucks, and inventories of paper and ink.” When asked if part of goodwill was also the perceived credibility and believability of a newspaper, Meyer replied, “Absolutely.”


Meyer’s research revealed two links between credibility and the financial health of a newspaper. In one study, he found that papers with a higher ranking of credibility are able to better maintain their circulation. Another Meyer study revealed a link between higher credibility and an increase in the rate a newspaper was able to charge for its advertising.


“If you are trusted you retain your readers longer and you get more for your advertising,” Meyer told me. At a time of stagnant or falling circulation and audiences, accuracy is today as much an economic imperative as an ethical and professional one.


There will never be a time of 100 percent accuracy in the media. This is admitted by every journalist, and it is the reality. There are too many outside forces and factors, and too many inadequate and flawed internal processes that afflict journalism. There is also the human factor. Journalists are not robots; they have failings just like other human beings.


The press has perpetually struggled with accuracy issues, but rarely is this reality communicated to the public. By ratcheting up the public’s expectations through sloganeering and self-righteous declarations—“the most trusted name in news,” “fair and balanced”—the press contributes to the problem. Yet what processes and innovations have been made to back up such claims? Given the pitfalls inherent in the news-gathering process and the current lack of fact checking in most newsrooms, the press should replace slogans with a more transparent, realistic portrait of how the news is gathered and verified, or not, and communicate with the public about how journalism works, and how it often doesn’t. It would help people understand the intrinsic challenges to accuracy that journalists face every day. They could then perhaps accept the reality that the news will never be perfect—but only if they are assured that the people bringing it to them do adhere to standards, do make an effort to verify their information, and are willing to be honest about it when they get something wrong. This kind of orientation and new level of honesty would go a long way toward gaining the public’s trust if combined with a concerted effort to prevent errors and offer more effective ways of correcting those that do occur.


The press today is struggling to keep its self-defined role in society as the voice of the public because the public now can have a voice of its own. Despite the negative view the citizen media inspires within many newsrooms, this is an exciting, revolutionary time for journalism. The profession is being pressured to reinvent itself and deliver on its promises of accuracy and quality.


The good news is that the technologies helping to bring so much trouble to the journalism establishment are also the means by which a new standard of quality, accuracy, and accountability can be defined and met. It’s time to embrace accuracy and drive toward a new standard of verification and correction in the press.


Though spotting choice corrections and publicizing and analyzing errors have become a part of my daily life, I look forward to the time when the well runs dry. That will mean the accuracy challenge has been met, and real commitment, innovative processes, and new technologies have made a reality of the “quality” that professional news now claims to have. Sadly, it will also mean I will never again be struck by a correction for a decades-old transgression, or by one about the linguistic background of a person in a monkey suit.


It’s a trade-off I can live with.















Statement of Accuracy


ONE OF THE CENTRAL ARGUMENTS of this book is that errors occur too frequently in journalism. It is essential that the press work harder to prevent them and, once they are discovered, that it take all necessary steps to correct them. Upton Sinclair had no reservations about making claims to total accuracy in his 1919 book The Brass Check: A Study of American Journalism when he wrote,




YOU MUST GRANT MY CLAIM concerning this book—that it is a book of facts. There are no mistakes in it, no guesses, no surmises; there are no lapses of memory, no inaccuracies. There are only facts.





Given my subject matter and conclusions, I think such hubris ignores reality and invites disaster.


In writing this book I have done my best to rely on quality sources of information, and to make these sources known to you through end-notes. In addition, this book was reviewed by my editors for content, accuracy, and style. All of us are acutely aware of the need for this book to meet the highest standards of accuracy, but the final responsibility and blame rest with me. Any factual error, typo, inelegant sentence, or other mistake is mine alone.


I also provided selected chapters to experts who could offer their take on the overall veracity of my research. Other sources quoted in this book were also given the opportunity to review specific sections. All offered excellent feedback and edits, but the ultimate responsibility for the accuracy of the entire book rests with me.


Even with these efforts, I must be clear in stating that I expect to have made errors. That is the rule, not the exception. In the spirit of accuracy, I now encourage you to set this book down and visit http://book.regrettheerror.com. The page labeled “Corrections” will list any and all of the known errors in this book and offer the corrected text. It also offers you the opportunity to sign up and have the latest corrections automatically e-mailed to you as they are issued, and on the same page you can also subscribe to an RSS corrections feed. I have also detailed the errors I have made in my previously published journalism in the Afterword of this book.


If you believe you have found a factual error in this book, please fill out the Error Report Form located in the Corrections section of the Web site. Please be specific in describing the location and content of the mistake, and also, if possible, offer me the correct information, with a citation of your source.


If you do not have Internet access, I have included an “Error Report Form” at the end of this book. You can complete this form and mail it to me. You can also check a box on the form to have me mail you corrections to the book as they emerge. I do, however, ask that those with Internet access use the Web site to report errors, send comments, and check for corrections. The printed form is a courtesy for those without Internet access.


I also want to hear from you if you disagree or agree with an opinion, conclusion, or argument offered in the book, or have additional information to offer. The Web site will publish a selection of letters from readers who disagree (or agree) with the content of the book, and I will include these communications as a means to further the discussion. (I will contact you if I intend to publish your letter.) I would love to have your contribution. You can use the error form mentioned above to send me your thoughts.


An issue of debate among journalists is whether it is possible to draw too much attention to errors and corrections. The fear is that this could unjustifiably diminish public confidence in a particular news outlet. The argument is that most errors are not of a “serious” nature and therefore do not warrant more attention than a simple correction notice. I hope my transparency and the resources I have dedicated to collecting and publicizing errors will in fact enhance your experience.


If you can suggest ways to improve upon this existing structure, I would love to hear from you.















CHAPTER 1


A BRIEF HISTORY OF MEDIA
ACCURACY AND ERRORS


[image: Image]


 


THE OLDEST SURVIVING ENGLISH-LANGUAGE newspaper was published in Amsterdam by Pieter van de Keere in 1620. He was a map and print engraver by trade, but certainly not a proofreader. At the bottom of the second and last page of the surviving edition is the date: “the 2. of Decemember.” The history of the English-language press begins, at least on paper, with a typo. And if you skip ahead almost 325 years, this is the kind of journalistic error you will see in print on any given day:




AN OCT. 19 [2004] ARTICLE on songwriter John Bucchino incorrectly stated that he doesn’t read. The sentence should have said he doesn’t read music.


—Dallas Morning News





Step back a century and a half and you’ll find this egregious error in the New York Daily Times (precursor to today’s Times) of June 12, 1852:




WE ARE ASSURED BY THE FRIENDS of Mr. William O’Conner, that the account of his insanity, given by our reporter yesterday, was entirely unfounded. He is of sound mind, and has not been missing, as was reported. We cheerfully make the correction.





A cheerful correction for the Daily Times; less amusing for Mr. O’Conner.


Errors, inaccuracies, and outright fabrications have appeared in all forms of written media ever since stylus was put to papyrus, though news itself predates literate societies. The desire to communicate is inherent, and it breeds a desire to share new information and gather important intelligence, which begets the concept of news and what would become journalism and the news business. News is a natural human need. “Human beings exchanged news long before they could write,” wrote Mitchell Stephens in A History of News. “They spread news by word of mouth on crossroads, at campfires or at markets. Messengers raced back from battlefields with reports on victories or defeats. Criers walked through villages announcing births, deaths, marriages and divorces. Stories of unlikely occurrences spread, in the words of one anthropological report, ‘like wildfire’ through preliterate societies.”


While all people enjoy good news and gossip, it is accurate news that matters most to society. The desire for factual information is an inseparable component of news and has emerged as the foundation of modern journalism. It is also the foundation upon which people and societies make important decisions and formulate their worldviews. The quality of information is paramount in everything from business and war to personal relationships and the press. The Chinese philosopher Confucius believed that a government required three things to function: weapons, food, and trust. Of the three, however, he said that “without trust we cannot stand.” Consistently factual information builds trust, one of the cornerstones of society.


Accuracy is at the core of how the media builds trust. Ensuring the quality of reported information has always been a constant struggle, a pursuit dependent on the technology and resources available at the time and, of course, on the honor and skills of sources, reporters, and publishers.


New technologies, like faster ships, took news farther faster, and the printing press introduced the ability to make exact copies of a document, thus reducing copying errors; the telegraph enabled news to travel instantly over long distances with total fidelity; radio and television sent sound and images to the world; the Internet has further increased the reach of news and enabled it to be delivered in a multimedia environment. The change over time is remarkable: In the late fifteenth century it took two years for news of the death of a Turkish sultan to reach England. In 1963, 68 percent of Americans knew that President Kennedy had been shot within a half hour of the event.


Today, people learn of major news events within minutes, sometimes even seconds. Though the news medium can accelerate the message, acceleration doesn’t necessarily guarantee accuracy; rather, the technological advancements that enable incorrect reports to travel farther and faster can also increase the dissemination of errors. News travels fast, but it doesn’t always travel well. Accuracy has never been—and never will be—an easy goal to attain.


The history of journalism as a profession begins primarily with the early newspapers of the seventeenth century. But the history of accuracy as a codified professional ethic within the press begins to emerge only in the twentieth. “About 80 years ago, newspapers invented the doctrine of objectivity to assure the public that its news was factual and fair,” wrote Stephen J.A. Ward, a former reporter with Canadian Press and a professor of journalism at the University of British Columbia, in his 2004 book, The Invention of Journalism Ethics. This is important to remember in any look at media accuracy: It has a relatively short history as a true ethical and professional pursuit. Old habits die hard, and ingrained perceptions inside and outside the press are difficult to change. As Ward concluded, “Five centuries after the first periodic papers, journalism still struggles to avoid debasement, let alone live up to its democratic duty.”


The role of the press as a check on the powerful and a critical element of democracy requires that it live up to high standards in regard to accuracy, fairness, and professionalism. When it fails, the public feels it has been let down, fooled, or even betrayed. The stakes are high; in the early twenty-first century, people’s expectations of the press may seem low, but they have risen over the course of hundreds of years. Certainly journalists don’t mind talking about their invaluable role in society.


The history of accuracy and media errors reveals much about the struggles of today’s press, not to mention what it provides in the way of some undeniably colorful and shocking examples of media errors that truly stand the test of time.



Oral News


NEWS TODAY IS VERY MUCH a product: newspaper, newscast, newsletter. Sometimes we pay for a news product and hold it in our hands; other times it is given to us much the way it was provided tens of thousand of years ago or earlier, when the development of language gave birth to oral news. This form of news would spread from person to person, village to village. Preliterate societies recognized the importance of news and eventually developed systems for gathering and distributing it. But oral news has obvious limitations.


As it passes from one person to another, the information inevitably changes. Early societies tried to reduce error by establishing the job of messenger—a person whose sole role was to ensure the speedy, faithful distribution of news. Kings, chiefs, or merchants, for example, would dispatch human messengers, and these people were the owners of the message. They controlled the news. But they also recognized the need to verify their message, to provide whatever proof or facts could be offered to convince their intended audience of its veracity. “A Bedouin scout’s report on the fertility of a pasture could hardly be doubted if he was carrying an armful of grass,” according to A History of News. But this was not always possible.


Though our news systems have evolved into sophisticated organizations using advanced technology, the news we seek out today is not altogether different from what commanded the attention of our preliterate ancestors. News passed on by mouth could travel with impressive speed at the time, but so could rumors: Inevitably, spoken news would change every time it was passed on from person to person.



Written News


THE INVENTION OF WRITTEN LANGUAGE created the ability to faithfully produce a record of events, a huge advance over the mutable nature of oral news. Still, the act of writing something down didn’t make it inherently accurate. It was then as it is today: The owners of the means of news production—writing skills, messengers, printing presses, Web sites, television stations—are in control of what is disseminated.


Written systems date back to as early as 3100 BCE, and the advent of this form of communication and documentation enabled records of recent or historical events to be set in permanent form. Ancient Greek writers such as Herodotus and Thucydides wrote accounts of history and of their own times, respectively, in the fifth century BCE. Even then, they recognized the need for accurate news and were aware of the difficulties in gathering it. Thucydides explained his reporting method in the introduction to his account of the Peloponnesian War. It’s a paragraph that could just as easily have been written by a journalist of today:




WITH REGARD TO MY factual reporting of events . . . I have made it a principle not to write down the first story that came my way, and not even to be guided by my own general impressions; either I was present myself at the events which I have described or else heard of them from eye witnesses whose reports I have checked with as much thoroughness as possible. Not that even so the truth was easy to discover: different eye witnesses gave different accounts of the same events, speaking out of partiality for one side or the other, or else from imperfect memories.





In 59 BCE, ancient Rome produced a daily accounting of government news, the acta diurna, written on papyrus and posted in a public place. As official government publications, the acta were not dispassionate, complete records of the day. They were what the government deemed important to disseminate to the Roman masses and to those at the far-flung reaches of its empire. They were a major source of written news in the world for at least 280 years.


The Chinese Han dynasty, which dates from 206 BCE to 220 CE, also distributed written newsletters to officials in its provinces, and paper is reported to have been invented in China in 105 CE (though a 2006 discovery suggests it was in use even a century before). These tipao (pao meaning “report”) continued for centuries as official government reports and were later made available to other members of society. As is often the case, privately created newsletters later supplemented these official government reports.


By the fifteenth century, handwritten newsletters were making the rounds in Europe, and kings used them to celebrate their major triumphs and spread the news to their subjects. But nothing was more important to the development of news and journalism than Johan Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century. Though other printing systems predate his invention, Gutenberg’s press was a quantum leap forward for news production and dissemination. It also had a major effect on the ability to reduce errors. The letterpress prevented errors of reproduction, but accuracy was and is still determined by those who produce the accounts.


The printing press enabled news to reach a larger audience at a vastly reduced cost, though it was not the death knell for oral news exchanged in coffeehouses, at home, and in city streets. In the sixteenth century, news was still being called out by criers in the streets and recited in the form of poems, or “news ballads.” These more primitive forms of news remained necessary because illiteracy was still prevalent in society and so the old methods of oral news held fast. Also, government controls often prevented enterprising reporting, while news-gathering methods remained disorganized and ultimately untrustworthy. Propaganda flowed freely from the printing press, and there were no established news organizations outside of the government.


The sixteenth century did, however, see the emergence of “news-books,” one-off chronicles of current events, usually recounting battles, matters of state, or tales of a magical or supernatural nature. Though largely unreliable as sources of news, newsbooks signaled the advent of journalism and of the news business—because they relied on a paying audience. To attract an audience they typically featured fantastic tales, salacious gossip, or polemical tirades alongside timely articles that had the appearance of accuracy. Newsbook publishers recognized the need to claim truthfulness and honesty. One English newsbook author in 1548 pledged, “I shall never admit for any affection towards countree or Kyn, to be so partial, as wil wittingly either bolster the falsehood or bery the truthe.” This declaration was followed by a string of insults aimed at the pope. In offering sensational stories to ensure sales, we see in newsbooks the origin of the conflicted nature of journalism that is evident today.



Birth of the Newspaper
THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY PRESS



THE MODERN NEWSPAPER is widely accepted to have begun in Europe during the seventeenth century. This was when newsbooks evolved into newspapers that adhered to a set frequency of publication and a mix of news and comment. Newspaper publishers didn’t have established reporters working specific beats and cultivating sources, so they often reprinted the stories of any other publication they could get their hands on, or simply published the news brought to them by the captain of the latest ship to make port. These limitations made accuracy a luxury; fiction was widely available, but truth was in short supply.


Publishers knew that if no one believed and trusted their product enough to buy it again and again, their business would fail, so to cultivate a sense of trust they constantly trumpeted their dedication to truth and accuracy. The language of accuracy and facts is prevalent in these early pages, but their content belies such claims. These precursors of our mass media, in response to the public’s ongoing desire for accurate information, helped enshrine the concept of accuracy as a fundamental value of the news business. From these early roots, the concept of factual reporting born of objectivity slowly began to take hold in the European and North American press.


In 1614, the author of a one-off newsbook sought to assure his readers that, despite the lies other “pamphlet-pressers” may have foisted on the public, the tales contained in his publication were true. And so, “passing by what’s past, let not our present truth blush for any former falshood-sake,” he suggested. Then he launched into a tale of a gigantic serpent that had been discovered living thirty miles from London. But the author of the serpent tale went beyond assuring readers of his honor to convince them of the tale’s truth; he also listed the names of three local witnesses who could “certifie the truth of all that has been here related.” Claims of an ethical nature began to merge with the use of verifiable sources to create the impression of accurate reporting.


In 1681, one English publication expressed its role as delivering news, “without any reflection upon either persons or things, giving only that are matter of fact.” This pure view of facts had been present in the work of scientists such as Copernicus and Galileo, who used the facts of carefully constructed and argued experiments to bring new truth to light. Scientists were joined with historians such as Francis Bacon, who declared that a historian must report with impartiality and obey “the rule of writing nothing but Matter of Fact.” The Royal Society of London, founded in 1660, later pushed this philosophy of fact, making its motto “Take Nobody’s Word for It.”


The newsbooks and early newspapers of the seventeenth century extolled accuracy and facts with rhetorical flair, but what they published in reality had no semblance of truth and accuracy. Newspapers peppered their pages with scandalous, often totally false accounts worthy of today’s most sensational tabloids, and political and religious partisanship was rampant. Facts and accuracy were largely the stuff of slogans and marketing copy.


There was no defined method for professional reporting, no code of ethics, and news was often delivered by horse-drawn carriage, relayed by ships’ captains, or lifted from news sheets delivered from such places as Amsterdam, where English-language news sheets were common. Assessing the quality of incoming reports was nearly impossible, and an inaccuracy reported in one publication would eventually snake its way around Europe, thanks to the reliance on republishing to fill the news hole.


Publishers of the time were also wary of angering the ruling class and the church for fear of seeing their press carted off or smashed to pieces. As their ongoing operations depended on their being in the good graces of the Crown and the church, any publisher with a licensed press who claimed to be a dispenser of truth could be trusted to deliver only the approved version. People continued to want the facts, and, powerless to deliver them, publishers just continued to restate their claims to accuracy and factuality.


One paper, the Faithful Scout, promised “to encounter falsehood with the sword of truth.” The True Informer declared that “truth is the daughter of time” and promised to sift through incoming reports because they are not “to be taken or credited at the first hand.” The newspaper Mercurius Civicus bore the subtitle “Truth impartially related from thence to the whole Kingdome, to prevent mis-information.”


Readers were often left to judge the trustworthiness of a particular publication by the ferocity and eloquence of its editor’s declarations of honesty and ethics, or on other more important characteristics of the time, such as whether they were Catholic or Protestant. One could assume that readers lent their loyalty and patronage to publications that reflected their points of view. In the areas of politics and religion, people wanted the truth as they saw it, and the publications of the day were happy to oblige. In fact, the papers excelled at delivering polemical tirades.


The English press of the mid- to late seventeenth century is important for its recognition of the public’s desire for accurate reporting born of facts. Lip service to this ethic was seen as a competitive differentiator, a form of branding that could mean the difference between brisk sales and a debtor’s life. Indeed, “from the beginning, newspapers were operated to make money,” according to English press historian Joseph Frank.


Readers then, as now, demanded much from their news sources; few enjoy having their beliefs questioned, and even fewer will pay for the privilege. The bias of readers could be a frustration for editors, among them Thomas Gainsford, famous at the time, who appears to have taken his claims of honesty to heart. “In one [1624] issue, Gainsford thanks a reader for correcting a previous erroneous story that located the Antichrist’s birth in Babylon,” wrote Ward, perhaps offering evidence of one of the earliest reader-induced corrections on record. Two years later, a full correction notice appeared in another English publication: “In our laste newes where it is spoken of the ship of Schoonhouen, which is cast away upon the Coast of Portugall reade that it was bound for the East, and not the West Indies.” The idea of correcting an error was seen even then as good practice, a way to demonstrate to readers that the publication adhered to a standard of accuracy.


Claims of truth and accuracy were not limited to the English press of the time. In France, Cardinal Richelieu sought to control distribution of news in the late seventeenth century, offering an exclusive right to publish to the Gazette de France, operated by Théophraste Renaudot, now considered the father of French journalism. “In one thing I yield not to anyone—in the search for truth,” he declared.


Near the end of the century, the first newspaper appeared in what would become the United States, under the leadership of Benjamin Harris in Boston. Harris was no stranger to publishing, or controversy. He had previously edited a Whig newspaper in London and was jailed for printing a seditious pamphlet. With no future in England, he left for the colonies soon after his release. His first issue of Publick Occurrences Both Foreign and Domestick appeared on September 25, 1690. In the prospectus for his publication he expressed a desire to track down factual reports and expose liars. He also provided what is perhaps the first formal corrections policy on paper. Harris wrote that “nothing shall be entered, but what we have reason to believe is true, repairing to the best fountains for our Information. And when there appears any material mistake in anything that is collected, it shall be corrected in the next.” He then expressed the belief that it was not enough to simply correct a mistake. No, an editor must “trace any such False report, so far as to find out and Convict the First Raiser of it, he will in this Paper (unless Just advice be given to the contrary) expose the Name of such Person as A malicious Raiser of false Report.”


Harris’s effort was short-lived. Though he intended to publish monthly, he was shut down four days after distributing his first issue. The governor and council declared that he had published “Without the least Privity or countenance of Authority.” His accuracy was also called into question with the condemnation of his “sundry doubtful and uncertain Reports.” Even then, accusing publishers of inaccuracies was seen as a powerful way to dismiss their work, not to mention being grounds for closure. Harris’s knack for upsetting the authorities once again felled his publishing venture.


Before the publication of Publick Occurences, the governor of Massachusetts had allowed a news broadside titled The Present State of the New-English Affairs to be published in 1689. Though not a true newspaper—it had no set frequency and was sanctioned by the government—it is noteworthy for its front-page subhead: “This Is Published to Prevent False Reports.” American journalism historian Frank Luther Mott calls it “an acknowledgement that one of the great functions of the printing of news is to correct the inevitable abuses of rumor.” With these humble and ineffectual beginnings, the press was on its march toward accuracy and factual reporting.
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