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It’s a familiar ritual for millions 
of bleary-eyed, early-rising Ameri-
cans: coffee to fuel the body, news-

paper to fuel the mind. But just as those 
drowsy day-starters would be disappointed 
to take a nice, long sip, only to find some 
other liquid filling their mugs—dishwater, 
say—readers might want to take a second 
look at their newspapers for some equally 
distasteful content.

Scott Maier, an associate professor in 
the School of Journalism and Commu-
nication specializing in media accuracy, 
recently concluded a survey asking news 
sources for ten metropolitan U.S. news-
papers to identify and gauge the severity 
of errors in stories in which they appeared 
or were quoted. According to the result-
ing sample of 1,220 stories with factual 
errors, Maier found that a mere twenty-
three instances, or 2 percent, of the stories 
identified as inaccurate were corrected in 
print. 

Numbers like that are bound to raise a 
few eyebrows, and two of them belong to 
Tim Gleason, dean of the UO’s journalism 
school. Maier’s research, Gleason says, “fits 
this long-standing concern in journalism 
about credibility, at a time when the prac-
tice of journalism proves itself as being in 
a state of crisis.”

Admitting and correcting mistakes 
promptly is a central tenet of the code of 
ethics of the Society of Professional Jour-
nalists. So why do so many errors still go 
unaddressed? “Ignorance is one reason. 
[Reporters] think they do better than they 
do,” Maier explains. “Even if they are aware, 
the payoff of getting a story right is small. 
There are no awards for accuracy.” In addi-
tion, even when errors are identified, says 
Maier, “Sources are afraid to report back” 
due to apathy or fear of reprisal.

Maier should know what he’s talk-
ing about—ink runs in his veins. A great-
uncle was a newspaper reporter for the 
Frankfurter Zeitung, assigned as a foreign 
correspondent to cover the White House, 
first during the presidency of Theodore 
Roosevelt, then, years later, that of Frank-
lin Roosevelt. Maier himself was a reporter 
with the Seattle Post-Intelligencer for more 

than fifteen years and was a member of a 
team of journalists designated as Pulitzer 
Prize runners-up in 1983. “We can do 
better,” he says of the Fourth Estate’s rate 
of precision, and his use of first person is 
telling. After more than a decade in aca-
demia, Maier still identifies with his previ-
ous career. In a way, Maier is still in the 
journalistic trenches, only these days he’s 
reporting on reporters.

The specter of journalists exposed 
recently in out-and-out fabrication of story 
details, such as the infamous Jayson Blair 
of The New York Times and Stephen Glass 
of The New Republic, continues to hover 
over the profession and cast aspersions 
on reporters’ integrity. Maier believes that 
simple errors are just as harmful, though 
more insidious.

His concerns also extend beyond mere 
factual accuracy to the larger question 
of credibility, which he sums up with the 
question, “Is the story fair?” Maier char-
acterizes a difference between hard errors 
(factual mistakes in spellings, names, and 

quotations that may boil down to a simple 
human “oops”) and errors of meaning (more 
serious offenses such as manipulation of 
emphasis, interpretation, and spin). “[Even] 
if we could just wave the magic wand and 
fix every factual error, the media’s credibil-
ity crisis would persist,” he summarizes.

Tom Bivins, who holds the UO’s John 
L. Hulteng Chair in Media Ethics and 
Responsibility, agrees with Maier’s assess-
ment. “I believe that anyone whose job is 
protected by a constitutional amendment 
should take everything they say seriously, 
which means they should always calculate 
the effects of what they say on others,” con-
cludes Bivins. “Worrying about how it is 
received is one thing, but worrying about 
who it affects detrimentally and why is 
more important.”

But can anything be done to stem an 
error-filled tide? The New York Times pub-
lished approximately one correction per 
day in 1982, versus nearly nine per day in 
2004, and some find the uptick heartening. 
Jack Shafer, an editor for Slate online maga-
zine, follows issues of journalistic accuracy 
and Maier’s work specifically. “I think the 
increase in the number of corrections indi-
cates that newspapers are more accurate, 
not less,” says Shafer. “In the cost-benefit 
analysis of stopping all errors, I suspect 
newspapers have got it about as right as 
they can.”

But Maier sees room for improve-
ment. Greater accuracy and greater cred-
ibility would both result from reporters 
asking themselves two simple questions as 
they review their stories: “How do I know 
this?” to catch hard errors, and “How will 
the people in the story feel?” to ferret out 
errors of meaning. 

Maier considers his suggestions to be 
quite reasonable, merely “asking journalists 
to do what they’ve been trained to do.”

But even with these extra precau-
tions, he knows that errors will inevitably 
creep in. He just prays they’re not in his 
own material. “My great fear when doing 
accuracy research is that someone will find 
something wrong,” Maier acknowledges 
with a smile.  

—Aaron Ragan-Fore
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Chance of Blunderstorms
Journalism professor takes on the mea culpa culprits.
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Scott Maier, associate professor in the School  
of Journalism and Communication


