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Chapter 22/Ethics

1. Lesson #22: [p.473]“Ethics is a system of principles, a morality or code of conduct.  It is the values and the rules of life recognized by an individual, group or culture seeking guidelines to human conduct and what is good or bad, right or wrong.” -Conrad C. Fink, professor of media ethics
In some professions having a code of ethics means having the power to keep people from practicing unless they have a license or membership (like doctors, lawyers, police officers, teachers, etc.).

Journalism as a profession does not have a mandatory code of conduct, though many individual news outlets or organizations have voluntary ethical guidelines.  Federal and state governments don’t license journalists.

Journalists do not have to belong to any organizations, or subscribe to a particular code of ethics, to be employed.

A majority of newspapers and TV stations have written codes of ethics that are enforced as a condition of continued employment.

2. Three Philosophies of Ethics:

3. The Ethics of Duty (a.k.a. absolutism or legalism) – the ethics of duty; reporters have a duty to do what is right.  Within nature, some things are always wrong, some things are always right – there should be no deviation.  The end never justifies the means.  An absolutist journalist only cares whether or not an event is newsworthy and is unconcerned with the consequences of reporting.
4. The Ethics of Final Ends or Consequences (a.k.a. relativism) – the ethics of final ends; what makes an act ethical is not the act itself but the consequences of the act.  An important consideration is the intention of the person performing the act.  Actions that have the “right consequences” are ethical.  The end can, and often does, justify the means.
5. Situation Ethics – the ethics of specific acts.  Whether or not the end justifies the means depends on the circumstances.  Philosophies based on situation ethics:
* No Moral Absolutes – the belief that the only operative principle is that every person & ethical situation is unique.  To solve an ethical dilemma by applying principles held by others, or principles that apply in other cases, is unethical.  Judge each dilemma entirely on its own merits.

* Love of Neighbor – as reflected in the Golden Rule (do unto others as you 

   would have them do unto you) and the maxim “love your neighbor as yourself;”

   in every ethical dilemma, do what is best for people

* The Greatest Good for the Greatest Number – choices are ethical if you

   always choose the action likely to yield the greatest good for the greatest number

   of people; most journalists probably subscribe to this ethic
     * Ayn Rand’s Rational Self-Interest – the opposite of The Greatest Good for

        the Greatest Number – an ethical egotist always looks out for his or her own 

        self-interest first; they would never sacrifice themselves for the good of others
Principled reasoning: reporters must deliberate by reflecting on ethical principles that will help you decide proper, or moral, ways to act.

[p.471-72: Potter Box]
Potter Box – a model of moral reasoning named for Harvard Divinity School Dr. Ralph Potter.  It is based on four elements that can be considered in any order:

APPRAISING THE SITUATION

reaching a decision without determining all the facts make an ethical decision impossible
CHOOSING LOYALTIES

loyalty to your news organization

loyal to your audience

loyal to your own principles

IDENTIFYING VALUES

personal credibility

freedom of the press

audience’s right to know

right to a fair trial
APPEALING TO ETHICAL PRINCIPLES

to be ethical you may have to choose principles that are far from expedient;

you have a duty to present the news

The primary objection to the Potter Box is that using it requires too much time in a deadline-oriented business like journalism.

Ethical Problems for Journalists:

· Deceit – when is it appropriate (if ever) to lie, misrepresent yourself, use a hidden recorder or camera, steal documents, hire someone to lay a trap?

· Conflicts of Interest – the reporter should begin with no point of view; the reporter is not “out to get someone” or to “get something” out of the story

· Friendships can potentially be the biggest conflict of interest problem; it may be the greatest obstacle to the flow of information

· Payola – journalists can’t accept payment for writing a story from anyone other than their employer; this might extend to outside promotional work

· Freebies – most news organizations prohibit receipt of free lunches, free tickets, free travel junkets, items of value.  Avoid the audience perception that a freebie influenced the reporting

· Checkbook Journalism – the traditional stigma against paying news sources; most news outlets pay sources only when necessary and only if other sources corroborate the findings

· Participation in the News – [p.477: “You have every right in the world to run for office, or participate in political activity or lobbying activity.  You don’t have the ‘right’ to work for The Washington Post.”]
· Advertising Pressure – there should be a wall separating the editorial and advertising departments of any media outlet; one department should have no impact or influence on the other.  Print media have rules about placement of editorial content versus advertising so it is clear to the reader which is which; online ad separation isn’t always obvious.
· Invasion of Privacy – [p.478: “The head-on collision of the right to know and the right to privacy will confront you every day of your reporting lives.”]  Common issues involving naming crime victims or identifying juveniles charged with crimes.  In both cases the courts have upheld a reporter’s right to publish information obtained from a public record.  Sometimes matters of privacy/ethics are simply a matter of good taste.

· Withholding Information – Is it ever appropriate for a reporter to withhold information from his/her news organization?  Is a reporter ever off-duty?  Is it ethical to withhold information because police ask you to?  Is it ethical for a media outlet to withhold information to protect its reporters or to maintain access to news sources?

· Plagiarism – also known as stealing – when you use someone else’s work word-for-word without attribution.  It is permissible to restate someone’s work in your own words; this is known as a paraphrase.  If you paraphrase, any of the original wording should be placed within quotation marks and properly attributed.

Additional considerations:

· Privacy/Victims & Suspects – naming rape & abuse survivors; USSUPCO says news agencies can’t be punished for publishing lawfully  obtained information from a public record

· Privacy/Juvenile Offenders – courts have upheld the right to publish juvenile offenders’ names that are on the public record

· Privacy/Public Figures – when are the children of politicians or celebrities fair game or off limits to the press?

· Privacy/Photos & Video – when is it appropriate to film/photograph grieving people?

· Concealing reporter ID – if engaged in undercover reporting, when is it appropriate for the reporter to reveal true identity?

· Corrections – it’s easy to edit online articles that contain mistakes; should attention be called to earlier mistakes?

· Photo manipulation – how will readers know if an image has been altered?  Should newspapers and web sites use a special icon to indicate an image has been digitally edited? (see next page)
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