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When Bias and Speculation Trump Good Reporting  
By Steve Sternberg 

 
Right after the Attorney General submitted his summary of the Mueller investigation report, which 
appears to exonerate Donald Trump and his campaign from criminally conspiring or coordinating 

with the Russian government (although not obstruction), Twitter exploded.  We saw the expected 
responses from the left and the right.  One group called for the full report to be released since that is 

the only way to know what really happened and ensure that Trump appointees aren’t hiding 
anything.  The other group gloated that this was nothing more than a failed attempt by the 
Democrats and the mainstream media, who hate Trump, to overturn the election. 

 
Most interesting to me, however, is how reporters from the legitimate press started scrambling to 

justify how they and their news outlets handled the story over the past two years.  This, despite the 
fact that at this writing no one outside the Department of Justice has actually read the full report 
(Attorney General Barr simply released a four-page summary of what is reportedly hundreds of 

pages, without consulting with Special Prosecutor, Robert Mueller, who oversaw the report).  Rather 
than try to justify their journalistic integrity, reporters, particularly those at the cable news networks, 

should be focusing on the flaws in their coverage and how to correct it going forward – because 
while the reporting may have been excellent, the coverage left a lot to be desired. 
 

Here are some of my thoughts on the subject: 
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Cable news “analysts” lack credibility – Most objective observers (are there any of those 

left?) would agree that MSNBC and Fox News generally present alternate realities.  They are 
biased, often extremely so – not just with their primetime opinion programming, but in how they 
report and analyze the news as well.  This presents itself in what they select to report, how much 

time they spend on a given story, what they choose to highlight, how they edit interviews and 
videos, who they get for their panel discussions, and how their anchors question guests. 

 
CNN anchors and reporters are less biased than those on MSNBC or Fox News, most of whom 
clearly advocate for a specific point of view.  The problem is that CNN pretends to be neutral and 

doesn’t seem to get why it isn’t.  The network uses credible sounding terms such as “CNN political 
analyst,” “former U.S. Attorney,” or “Trump biographer,” instead of the more telling, “someone who 

worked in the Clinton administration who thinks Trump stole the election,” or “former U.S. Attorney 
who was fired by Trump and now despises him,” or “someone who wrote a book about what a 
horrible person they think Trump is.”  These Trump haters are presented to viewers as “CNN 

contributors” who have something credible to say.  Not so much. 
 

Then there are the debates that purport to provide both sides of a particular issue.  These typically 
have an ardent Trump supporter who will never criticize anything he does, arguing with a Trump 
hater, who will never agree with anything he does.  And since they use the same people over and 

over again, viewers are familiar with them and know what they are going to say before they say it.  
Having extreme partisans provide extremely partisan opinions in the guise of political commentary 

has no real journalistic value and does nothing other than continue to divide viewers.  
 

All “news” outlets are not equal (or Buzzfeed ain’t The New York Times)– One of 

the biggest problems with cable news is that they tend to create false equivalencies among more 

and less credible news sources.  CNN will often have panels that include a respected reporter from 
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The New York Times and someone from The Daily Beast.  MSNBC might have a top reporter from 
The Washington Post mingle with folks from Mother Jones and The Huffington Post.  Fox News will 

have a Wall Street Journal reporter sitting next to someone from The Washington Times and The 

Federalist. 
  

While top-notch reporters from The New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, and 
even USA Today would try to present a more objective tone, the hard-left Huffington Posts and 

Daily Beasts of the world were on the same panels pounding the constant drumbeat that President 
Trump was a criminal who was either heading toward indictment or impeachment.  If he couldn’t be 
indicted because he was a sitting President, he was still going down.  At the same time, the hard-

right outlets were screaming “deep state,” and that the real conspiracy was between the Democrats 
and the mainstream media, who were trying to overturn the 2016 election and bring down a 

legitimately elected President. 
 
Presenting news outlets with dramatically different levels of credibility side by side as though their 

commentary and reporting are equivalent, not only confuses viewers, but confuses the news 
channels that host these panel discussions as well.  How else to explain the willingness, if not 

outright eagerness among most news outlets to accept Buzzfeed’s report that President Trump 
directly instructed his long-time lawyer and “fixer,” Michael Cohen, to lie to Congress (despite no 
one else being able to independently confirm the story)? 

 
If I owned The New York Times, Washington Post, or Wall Street Journal, I would think twice before 

allowing my reporters to appear on panels that included so-called news outlets with considerably 
less journalistic integrity unless it was made clear that they are liberal or conservative advocates.  
Otherwise, it simply dilutes the brand. 
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Speculation is not journalism – The traditional 5Ws of journalism – who, what, where, when, 

and why – have been infiltrated by a 6th W that has plagued the cable news networks – the what 
if…? 
 

For the past two years, there has been precious little fact reporting about the Mueller investigation 
aside from the intelligent community’s unanimous assessment that Russia did try to influence the 

2016 Presidential election.  Most of the other stuff, at least as related to President Trump himself or 
his campaign and family, was rumor and speculation.  This was partly because cable news has so 
many hours to fill and partly because of the greater need for personality-driven ratings than for hard 

news. 
 

Rather than provide facts, which were few and far between, CNN and MSNBC spent night after 
night talking about what if President Trump, or Don Jr., or Jared Kushner were guilty of this or that?  
How could all these people surrounding Trump be indicted for being bad guys and liars, if he 

wasn’t?  There were lots of dots that needed to be connected, and they spent most of their time 
trying to connect them without having any idea what the final picture actually looked like.  They only 

knew what they hoped it looked like (or at least that’s how it seemed). 
 
Unfortunately, the mainstream media (and since Fox News is the highest rated cable news network, 

isn’t it time they are included in that bucket?) has become just as self-righteous as the partisan 
extremists they parade in front of their viewers, so I am not confident that anything will be learned 

from this situation.  But simply reporting the facts, without having the anchors’ personal opinions be 
so transparent, might be a good start. 
 

As I watch these cable news networks today, I’m continually reminded of Jon Stewart skewering 
CNN’s Crossfire and its hosts, Tucker Carlson and Paul Begala 15 years ago.  Describing the show 
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as dishonest and nothing more than two-sided political theater, Mr. Stewart berated them as 
partisan hacks who were not living up to their journalistic responsibilities and were hurting America 

by being so divisive.  Crossfire was canceled soon thereafter, but the message seems to have been 
forgotten. 

 


