[image: image1.jpg]



Chapter 14/The Culture of Journalism:

Values, Ethics and Democracy



[p.487] “Journalism is the only media enterprise…the only media practice and business that is specifically mentioned and protected by the U.S. Constitution.”

1887 – Elizabeth Cochrane, known professionally as Nellie Bly, worked at the New York World newspaper becoming a champion of women and the poor.  She pioneered detective or stunt journalism and inspired the 20th century practice of investigative journalism.

Concerns about modern journalism:

· we may be producing too much information

· society’s “information glut” has transformed news and information into a “form of garbage”

· the mountain of information has little impact on improving public and political life, consequently people feel cut off from major institutions
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News – the process of gathering information and making narrative reports that offer selected frames of reference to help people make sense of prominent people, important events and unusual happenings in everyday life

Values in American Journalism:

[p.489] “News…is a set of subtle values and shifting rituals that have been adapted to historical or social circumstances.”

Journalists...generally believe that they are – or should be – “neutral observers who present facts without passing judgement on them.”

Criteria of Newsworthiness:

· timeliness

· proximity

· conflict

· prominence

· human interest
· consequence

· usefulness

· novelty

· deviance

Sociologist Herbert Gans concluded most reporters & editors share basic “enduring values” including:

· ethnocentrism – reporters judge other countries & cultures on how they live up to American values

· responsible capitalism – journalists naively assume businesspeople compete not to maximize profits but to create increased prosperity for all; “there is little implicit or explicit criticism of the oligopolistic nature of much of today’s economy”

· small-town pastoralism – favoring the small over the large and the rural over the urban; small towns mean innocence while large, urban areas mean suspicion or danger

· individualism – many reporters are attracted to the profession because it rewards the confrontation and exposition of corruption; people who overcome adversity are the subject of many stories

Traditionally, news reports offer details, data and description but it is the citizen’s responsibility to judge and take a stand about social problems represented in the news.

Most public surveys show that people regard reporters as politically biased.  Newsweek’s Evan Thomas summarized two assumptions about the news media:

1. reporters are out to get their subjects

2. the press is too close to their subjects

[p.493] Deception – journalists use disguises and assume false identities to gather information; does the end justify the means?  Can a media outlet use deceptive ploys to go undercover and expose a suspected fraudulent clinic that promises miracle cures at a high cost?  Are news professionals justified in posing as clients desperate for a cure?

Absolutist ethics – all citizens, including the press, should always tell the truth

Situational ethics – if a greater public good could be served by using deceit, journalists should do so on a case-by-case basis

[p.495] Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics
This code “requires journalists to perform with intelligence, objectivity, accuracy and fairness” but also proclaims “truth is our ultimate goal.”

Conflict of Interest – a situation in which journalists stand to benefit from stories they produce.  Most reporters do not actively participate in political or social causes, or reveal their political affiliation; some decline to vote as a demonstration of their neutrality.

Steps to making ethical decisions:

1. lay out the case

2. pinpoint key issues

3. identify involved parties, their intent & competing values

4. study ethical models

5. present strategies & options

6. formulate decisions

Scoops – exclusive stories that a media outlet reports before its competitors; they tend to be marketed in a sensational way but are not necessarily better, more accurate or as complete as later stories with more context and perspective

Herd Journalism – when reporters stake out a house, chase celebrities in packs, or pursue a story in such a way that the media comes under attack for invading people’s privacy, or just getting the facts wrong
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Balance – presenting all sides of an issue without appearing to favor any one position; time and space constraints don’t always permit all sides of a story; reporters often misrepresent the multifaceted complexity of social issues

Adversarial Journalism – some journalists take pride in catching the prominent people they cover doing something wrong (gotcha stories)

Differences between Print and TV News – TV is technology-driven; if a camera crew and remote truck is dispatched to a location, the expense must be justified by reporting something even if no story is occurring.  Print reporters would simply wait until another story arises.

Print editors cut stories to fit the physical space around advertisements while TV news directors have to time stories to fit between commercials.  TV ads seem more intrusive because they take up time rather than space.

Print journalists are expected to be anonymous and detached; viewers bond with TV anchors and reporters which may create a false sense of credibility.

Sound bite – the broadcast equivalent of a quote in print news; they have shrunk from 40-50 seconds during the 1950s/60s to 8 seconds today

News doctors - consultants who recommend what TV stations should cover (crime) and how the on-air talent look (young, attractive, pleasant, no regional accents)

Happy talk – ad-libbed or scripted banter between TV anchors, reports, meteorologists and sports reporters; designed to foster the illusion of intimacy with viewers

Talking heads & Pundits:

· the 24/7 news cycle has created a constant expectation for new content

· it is cheaper for TV to feature talking heads and guests than it is to maintain news bureaus

· audience acceptance of pundits suggests that pursuing niche audiences along political lines is smart business…not necessarily good journalism
· celebrity pundits have strong opinions…but not always the facts
Journalistic challenges posed by Convergence:

· interviews by e-mail give interviewees a chance to control and shape their answers to questions

· access to databases and online resources keeps reporters at desks rather than in the field tracking down information and cultivating contacts

Public Journalism – a conversational model for journalism that distinguishes between reporter detachment and community involvement; it is driven by citizen forums, community conversations or talk shows

The public journalism movement began in 1987 at the Columbus (Georgia) Ledger-Enquirer newspaper. 

· Depressed economy

· Alienated citizenry

· Entrenched leadership

The newspaper published a multi-part series summarizing community discussions and organized a town meeting as a way to involve readers more actively in the news process.

People tend to let their representatives think and act for them…community journalism offers an opportunity for citizens to deliberate and influence their leaders.

Critics of Public Journalism say:

· it panders to what readers want and takes control away from newsrooms

· it compromises news credibility and turns reporters into participants rather than observers

· it undermines the both-sides-of-a-story tradition by seeking common ground and community consensus

· it doesn’t address the changing economics of the news industry 

[p.512] Our textbook draws interesting conclusions:

· journalism needs to break free from tired formulas – especially in TV news – and re-imagine better ways to tell stories

· why has TV news remained virtually unchanged over the past 40 years?

· aren’t there new ways to report the news?

· we should demand news stories that better represent the complexity of our world

Basic tenets of journalism:

1. questioning government

2. freedom of the press

3. public’s right to know

4. two sides to every story

[p.513] “Conventional journalism values its news-gathering capabilities and the well-constructed news narrative, leaving the improvement of civic life to political groups, nonprofit organizations, business philanthropists, individual citizens, and practitioners of Internet activism.”

[p.492] Fully critiquing news stories depends on whether they are:

· fair

· represent an issue’s complexity

· provide verification & documentation

· represent multiple views

· serve democracy
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