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JOURNALISM UNDER THREAT

Information is the engine of development in the 20th and 21st century. This is fueled by independent 
news media that can act as a trusted guardian of public interest, and as an essential part of society’s 
checks and balances on power. But recent developments have put journalism under fire.

Political, technological, economic and social transformations are inexorably reshaping the 
communications landscape and raising many questions about the quality, impact and credibility of 
journalism. In addition, the information ecology is being contaminated by orchestrated campaigns to 
spread untruths via disinformation. This disruption is accompanied by manipulation of half-truths via 
mal-information, and by the unwitting sharing of misinformation. 

This is the context in which UNESCO is publishing a model curriculum on a highly topical and 
significant subject. The new resource is aimed mainly at journalism educators and trainers, but is also 
of direct interest to practicing journalists and others who are interested in the quality of information 
in circulation.

Political parties, health professionals, businesspeople, scientists, election monitors, NGOs and others 
will also find useful insight in this publication. The idea is not to prescribe a curriculum, but to present 
knowledge resources for insight and adaptation as each reader sees fit.

Finding ways through contemporary information challenges is of utmost importance for society, 
including governments, Internet companies, educators, NGOs, etc.

While some governments are seeking to tackle the problems through regulation, it is unlikely that this 
can resolve the matter at scale. Moreover, it carries major risks of abuse, where legitimate freedom 
of expression and authentic journalism can become subject to new censorship by a ‘Ministry of 
Truth’.

Another response is by companies seeking technological solutions, which may mitigate and flag some 
problems. These steps too carry their own risks – especially if left only to algorithms. Technical measures
should never exclude having people to assess and curate information based on a clear and transparent
editorial policy informed by international standards on rights to free expression, association, privacy and
redress options.

In other responses, attention is being given to making audiences more discriminating and resilient, through
empowering them with critical Media and Information Literacy competencies.These steps are also part of
the solution, although they are generally of a medium- term nature.

For journalists and journalism students, it is mission-critical to understand the nature and magnitude of both
the threats and have a holistic view of the attempts to counter them.

This model curriculum sets out how media actors need understand that their best contribution is by 
exemplary journalistic practice that serves as a highly valued and credible alternative to corrupted 
information. This means doubling down on verification and ethical journalism in the public interest,
and learning new skills to deal with the new threats like ‘deep fakes’.

The curriculum additionally shows that journalists also need to ramp up their coverage of 
disinformation actors, even outside of election times. Further, that journalists can partner with
others, including communities, in combatting pollution of the information environment.

HOW  CAN JOURNALISTS AND JOURNALISM STUDENTS PLAY THEIR OWN PART?
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Information is the engine of development in the 20th and 21st century. This is fueled by independent 
news media that can act as a trusted guardian of public interest, and as an essential part of society’s 
checks and balances on power. But recent developments have put journalism under fire.

Political, technological, economic and social transformations are inexorably reshaping the 
communications landscape and raising many questions about the quality, impact and credibility of 
journalism. In addition, the information ecology is being contaminated by orchestrated campaigns to 
spread untruths via disinformation. This disruption is accompanied by manipulation of half-truths via 
mal-information, and by the unwitting sharing of misinformation. 

This is the context in which UNESCO is publishing a model curriculum on a highly topical and 
significant subject. The new resource is aimed mainly at journalism educators and trainers, but is also 
of direct interest to practicing journalists and others who are interested in the quality of information 
in circulation.

Political parties, health professionals, businesspeople, scientists, election monitors, NGOs and others 
will also find useful insight in this publication. The idea is not to prescribe a curriculum, but to present 
knowledge resources for insight and adaptation as each reader sees fit.

Finding ways through contemporary information challenges is of utmost importance for society, 
including governments, Internet companies, educators, NGOs, etc.

While some governments are seeking to tackle the problems through regulation, it is unlikely that this 
can resolve the matter at scale. Moreover, it carries major risks of abuse, where legitimate freedom 
of expression and authentic journalism can become subject to new censorship by a ‘Ministry of 
Truth’.

Another response is by companies seeking technological solutions, which may mitigate and flag some 
problems. These steps too carry their own risks – especially if left only to algorithms.
Technical measures should never exclude having people to assess and curate information based on a 
clear and transparent editorial policy informed by international standards on rights to free 
expression, association, privacy and redress options.

In other responses, attention is being given to making audiences more discriminating and resilient, 
through empowering them with critical Media and Information Literacy competencies.
These steps are also part of the solution, although they are generally of a medium- term nature.

For journalists and journalism students, it is mission-critical to understand the nature and magnitude 
of both the threats and have a holistic view of the attempts to counter them.

This model curriculum sets out how media actors need understand that their best contribution is by 
exemplary journalistic practice that serves as a highly valued and credible alternative to corrupted 
information.
This means doubling down on verification and ethical journalism in the public interest, and learning 
new skills to deal with the new threats like ‘deep fakes’.

The curriculum additionally shows that journalists also need to ramp up their coverage of 
disinformation actors, even outside of election times. Further, that journalists can partner with
others, including communities, in combatting pollution of the information environment.
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For those directly involved in empowering journalists and student journalists, this study provides a frame-
work for inquiry, and lessons to help navigate the increasingly murky information environment. It 
examines the deployment of ‘fake news’ as a term to discredit journalism, and sets out an alternative 
framework covering disinformation and misinformation, and (to a lesser extent) mal-information and 
emotive propa-ganda. The lessons are contextual, theoretical and in the case of digital verification, 
extremely practical. The curriculum falls into two distinct parts: the first four modules frame the problem 
and give it context, while the last four focus on responses to ‘information disorder’ and its consequences.
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