Journalism Ethics Are Serious

(To kick off the 2007 SPJ Convention & National Journalism Conference in Washington, D.C., national president Christine Tatum wrote this column about journalism ethics.)

By Christine Tatum

This time each year, about 1,000 journalists get together to discuss journalism ethics. 

Yes, journalism ethics. As humorous as that may sound to some, these news gatherers — attendees of the Society of Professional Journalists’ annual national conference — are serious. 

SPJ, the nation’s largest journalism-advocacy organization, is the guardian of an ethics code widely considered the news industry’s gold standard. The code is a guide aimed at helping journalists practice their trade ethically and responsibly. Those who honor it do so voluntarily. They believe trust in journalism starts with journalists’ commitment to ethical news production, which is, above all, accurate, fair and independent of special interests.  

The Society doesn’t conduct hearings about code violations, much less issue sanctions. Its leaders believe everyone is qualified to interpret the code — not just journalists.  

It was in the spirit of educating the public and helping journalists make more ethical decisions that SPJ’s top ethicists — a committee composed of members representing a variety of media, journalism specialties and experience levels — reviewed ethical lapses that occurred since September 2006 and stirred some of the most passionate debate within the industry. 

The committee grouped lapses into larger categories where journalists appear to have had the most trouble. For the first time, the committee is publicizing its findings. The categories, supported by specific examples, are listed here in no particular order and may be viewed fully at www.spj.org/ethics: 

Political activism. A commendable MSNBC.com investigation revealed that at least 140 journalists contributed to political parties, movements or candidates. SPJ’s ethics code states that journalists should “remain free of associations and activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility.” The code also encourages journalists to shun “… political involvement, public office and service in community organizations if they compromise journalistic integrity.”

Journalist/Source relationships. Journalists must maintain a healthy distance from people they cover.  A former Telemundo anchorwoman reported about Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa’s marital difficulties without mentioning that she was dating him.  Getting too close to sources sorely compromises a journalist’s ability to “act independently,” as SPJ’s code instructs. 

Plagiarism. It’s unclear whether the number of violations of this fundamental of responsible journalism is on the rise — or if technology is making plagiarism easier to find. In a video segment on her blog, CBS News anchor Katie Couric read an essay after it was ripped off from The Wall Street Journal. A CBS producer wrote the item for Couric, who read the piece as if sharing her personal thoughts. That’s worth questioning, too.  

News/Advertising relationships. Times are tough economically for the news industry, and many organizations are responding with problematic news-advertising hybrids. For example, the Philadelphia Inquirer runs a business column under a Citizens Bank label. Though the paper says the bank won’t have a say in the column’s content, the appearance suggests otherwise.  “Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived,” the code states. 

Fairness. Last year, SPJ awarded several journalists at the Santa Barbara (Calif.) News-Press an ethics award for resigning in protest of co-publisher Wendy McCaw’s influence on news content. That battle reached a new low when the newspaper ran an unsigned front-page story implying that the paper’s former editor downloaded child pornography on his office computer. The story fell far short of an airtight case and appeared to be bent on attacking the former editor more than serving readers with truth. “Test the accuracy of information from all sources, and exercise care to avoid inadvertent error,” the code instructs. 

Photo manipulation. After the shootings at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, news organizations may have thought they were doing the right thing by altering photos that appeared to show a wounded student’s genitals. They weren’t. The image organizations edited out was actually a tourniquet. Photographs should be respected as a form of truth. “Never distort the content of news photos or video,” the code instructs. “Image enhancement for technical clarity is always permissible.” 

The blur of news and entertainment. NBC’s “To Catch a Predator” series is fraught with ethical problems, such as the hiring of a crusading nonprofit group to set up stings. “Avoid … staged news events,” the code states. It also urges journalists to “deny favored treatment to … special interests and resist their pressure to influence news coverage.”  While these problem areas are cause for concern, they are, thankfully, exceptions to the rule. Thousands of journalists make ethics a top concern, and we commend them.  

—Christine Tatum is national president of the Society of Professional Journalists and an assistant features editor at The Denver Post.
Code of Ethics for Visual Journalists

The Society for News Design has approved a Code of Ethical Standards for visual journalists.
Developed by a yearlong task force of journalists, the Code states: "As members of the Society for News Design, we have an obligation to promote the highest ethical standards for visual journalism - for all journalism - as they apply to the values of accuracy, fairness, honesty, inclusiveness, and courage."
The Code was approved by the SND board of directors Aug. 30, in Orlando at a meeting held in conjunction with the SND 28th Annual Workshop & Exhibition. The full code may be found online at http://www.snd.org/about/organization_ethics.html.
Dispatch Tribune Code of Ethics

Dispatch Tribune Editorial Code of Ethics

The Dispatch Tribune Newspapers believe that public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy.  The duty of the journalist is to further those ends by seeking truth and providing a fair and comprehensive account of events and issues.  Conscientious journalists from all media and specialties strive to serve the public with thoroughness and honesty.  Professional integrity is the cornerstone of a journalist’s credibility.  Members of the Society share a dedication to ethical behavior and adopt this code to declare the Society’s principles and standards of practice.

Seek Truth and Report It

Journalists should be honest, fair and courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting information.


Journalists should:

· Test the accuracy of information from all sources and exercise care to avoid inadvertent error.  Deliberate distortion is never permissible.

· Diligently seek out subjects of news stories to give them the opportunity to respond to allegations of wrongdoing.

· Identify sources whenever feasible.  The public is entitled to as much information as possible on sources’ reliability.

· Always question sources’ motives before promising anonymity.  Clarify conditions attached to any promise made in exchange for information.  Keep promises.  Anonymous sourcing is not a preferred choice for a community newspaper, and cannot be granted without the approval of the Managing Editor and Publisher.

· Make certain that headlines, news teases and promotional material, photos, video, audio, graphics, and quotations do not misrepresent.  They should not oversimplify or highlight incidents out of context.

· Never distort the content of news photos.  Image enhancement for technical clarity is permissible.  Label montages and photo illustrations.

· Avoid misleading re-enactments or staged news events.  If re-enactment is necessary to tell a story, label it.

· Avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information except when traditional open methods will not yield information vital to the public.  Use of such methods should be explained as part of the story.

· Never Plagiarize.

· Tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the human experience boldly, even when it is unpopular to do so.

· Examine their own cultural values and avoid imposing those values on others.

· Avoid stereotyping by race, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, geography, sexual orientation, disability, physical appearance or social status.

· Support the open exchange of views, even views they find repugnant.

· Give voice to the voiceless; official and unofficial sources of information can be equally valid.

· Distinguish between advocacy and news reporting.  Analysis and commentary should be labeled and not misrepresent fact or context.

· Distinguish news from advertising and shun hybrids that blur the lines between the two.

· Recognize a special obligation to ensure that the public’s business is conducted in the open and that government records are open to inspection.

Minimize Harm

Ethical Journalists treat sources, subjects and colleagues as human beings deserving of respect.


Journalists should:

· Show compassion for those who may be affected adversely by news coverage.  Use special sensitivity when dealing with children and inexperienced sources or subjects.

· Be sensitive when seeking or using interviews or photographs of those affected by tragedy or grief.

· Recognize that gathering and reporting information may cause harm or discomfort.  Pursuit of the news is not a license for arrogance.

· Recognize that private people have a greater right to control information about themselves than do public officials and others who seek power, influence or attention.  Only an overriding public need can justify intrusion into anyone’s privacy.

· Show good taste.  Avoid pandering to lurid curiosity.

· Be cautious about identifying juvenile suspects or victims of sex crimes.

· Be judicious about naming criminal suspects before the formal filing of charges.

· Balance a criminal suspect’s fair trial rights with the public’s right to be informed.

Act Independently

Journalists should be free of obligation to any interest other than the public’s right to know.


Journalists should:

· Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived.

· Remain free of associations and activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility.

· Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment, and shun secondary employment, political involvement, public office and service in community organizations if they compromise journalistic integrity.

· Disclose unavoidable conflicts.

· Be vigilant and courageous about holding those with power accountable.

· Deny favored treatment to advertisers and special interests and resist their pressure to influence news coverage.

· Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money; avoid bidding for news.

Be Accountable

Journalists are accountable to their readers, listeners, viewers and each other.


Journalists should:

· Clarify and explain news coverage and invite dialogue with the public over journalistic conduct.

· Encourage the public to voice grievances against the news media.

· Admit mistakes and correct them promptly.

· Expose unethical practices of journalists and the news media.

· Abide by the same high standards to which they hold others.

I have read the Dispatch Tribune Editorial Code of Ethics and pledge to abide by these principles.

Signed_____________________________________

Witness_____________________________________

Date_______________________________________

Dispatch Tribune Photography Code of Ethics

Dispatch Tribune

Photographic Ethics and photo manipulation guidelines

Digital photography raises the need to clearly communicate ethical considerations with regard to photographs of Dispatch-Tribune Newspapers.  Photographs that appear on the pages of any Dispatch-Tribune Newspaper must be able to be trusted by our readers/viewers.  Alterations in any way that could mislead, confuse or otherwise misrepresent the accuracy of a given event are strictly prohibited.  Our goal is to reflect reality as faithfully as possible.

Some key considerations with regard to photographs at Dispatch-Tribune Newspapers should include:

· Is the photograph what the photojournalist saw in the viewfinder?

· Is the photograph being changed in ways beyond basic image quality corrections?

· Is it necessary to place the image in context with additional text for disclosure?

· Is the photograph being presented as editorial reporting (storytelling) or illustration?

· If an illustration, is the illustration clearly obvious to the reader?

Photo guideline policies

1. We must avoid anything that could undermine the trustworthiness of any Dispatch-Tribune Newspaper, and at all cost protect and uphold the integrity of the Dispatch-Tribune and News-Press Gazette Company.  Editorial photographic images published on the pages of any Dispatch-Tribune Newspaper must depict reality and be genuine in every way.  No people, objects or other elements may be added, rearranged, reversed (flopping), distorted or removed from a scene (except for the recognized practice of cropping to omit extraneous outer portions of an image).

2. Pictures of news situations must not be posed.  The same ethical standards that apply to written stories apply to documentary news photos, including spot and general news photos, sports photos, and enterprise feature photos.  Dispatch-Tribune Newspaper photojournalists will not create scenes or direct events with the purpose of making them appear as if they were “found” or “spontaneous” moments.  If a photojournalist is unable to record a natural moment as it occurs, it should not be recreated.

3. In the cases of collages, montages, portraits, fashion or home design illustrations, contrived situations and demonstrations of how a device is used, or intervention should be unmistakable to the reader, and unmistakably free of intent to deceive the reader.  Captions and credits should further acknowledge our intervention if the slightest doubt is possible.

4. Portraits shot by Dispatch-Tribune photojournalists must not mislead readers in believing the moment was captured spontaneously.  Captions must also be written in a way that does not mislead the reader.  For example, we should not say, “Jane Williams works at her computer,” when in actuality she is there solely for the purpose of being photographed.

5. Only the established norms of standard photo printing methods, such as burning, dodging, toning, cropping, and electronically sharpening to accurately reflect the scene that was photographed are acceptable.  Retouching is limited to removal of normal scratches and dust spots, or correcting other technical flaws.  Any retouching of a photograph must be done carefully to ensure faithful reproduction.

6. Images received from readers for weddings, obits and otherwise must not be altered.  Dispatch-Tribune Newspapers put as much importance on “handout” pictures as it does those that are shot by staff photojournalists.

7. Silhouettes should be used sparingly – generally reserved for feature material.  Mortises and photographs tipped at an angle should be avoided.  In rare instances headlines and captions may be set into photographs.

8. Photo illustrations are rarely preferable to documentary photographs.  They should be developed with the input of photojournalists, photo and word editors and designers, with great care to ensure that they do not mislead readers and that they should meet high standards of journalistic representation.  All photo illustrations must be clearly and conspicuously labeled as such.

9. Photojournalists and designers should always consult with the photo, news and managing editors whenever questions or concerns about photo manipulation arise.

10. All photos prepared for contests will follow the Dispatch-Tribune Newspaper photographic guidelines and should be toned as originally corrected by the photojournalist.

Readers/viewers deserve accuracy and honesty,

whether viewing an image or reading words.

Their eyes may deceive them, but the newspaper should not.

NOTE:  This policy refers to any Dispatch-Tribune employee taking a picture on behalf of any Dispatch-Tribune or NPG Newspaper.

Signed______________________________________

Date_______________________________________

Ethics before the clock starts ticking.

This article was excerpted from a piece written by Chris Worthington and published on www.poynter.org. Worthington is a former managing editor at the St. Paul Pioneer Press.

For any newsroom leader, it’s simply best to avoid doing ethics on deadline. It’s easier said than done, I know. Ethical questions crop up quickly and usually intensify when the clock is running down.

The notion of an ethical newsroom is a useful one, given all the second-guessing that takes place after an ethics blow-up. Editors may assume every journalist in the room has an ethical compass. But that’s not always the case. Reporters lose perspective. Editors miss nuances. Deadlines overtake us. A leader’s job in an ethical newsroom is to keep the behavior of its journalists foremost in the discussion—and to reinforce at every opportunity that strong, ethical decisions are a shared value.

Cultivating an ethical newsroom is a practice, not an idea. Here are some steps a newsroom leader can take toward that end:

• Be sure your ethics code is in a relevant and updated document that reflects changing technology. In St. Paul, we recently settled on standards for our blogs, examining such issues as verification, corroboration, sourcing and attribution.

• Make it clear that you are always available to be part of a conversation about an ethical decision. Keep your door open. Make the point often.

• Encourage the newsroom to ask questions before events overtake you. Sometimes seemingly benign invitations to fun media events—to play, for instance, in a celebrity golf tournament—can pose ethical problems, depending on sponsors and hosts. Editors need to consider those issues before saying yes.

• Keep an “ethical” ear open during news meetings. If something sounds amiss, raise questions aloud immediately, or ask for a follow-up chat. If you hear an editor say, for example, “The media aren’t allowed into the meeting, but we’re going to try anyway,” ask for more details. The discussion might slow the planning meeting, but it signals that your behavior on the street is as important as the substance of the story.

• Make decisions as openly as possible. Don’t just huddle in the office. Hold discussions in plain view, even if it means making tough decisions at the desks of the reporters involved. They may not like it, but their respect for the process will seep in.

• After you’ve made a decision, if you still have concerns, read the story or look at the picture one more time before the final deadline. Seeing the story or image in a different context can sometimes clarify a position. And don’t hesitate to change your mind at that point. You don’t want any regrets in the morning.

• Never forget journalistic principle, which can become a casualty of overly cautious ethical decision-making. This happens, sometimes, when journalists are confronted with privacy and right-to-know issues.

• Hold your ground against efforts from other parts of the paper that might create a perceived conflict of interest for the newsroom. Your news columns should be published without fear or favor. Stand guard. If you don’t, chances are that nobody will.

• Be sure that the argument of precedent truly applies. Precedent is an easy, default rationale that sometimes doesn’t quite fit. Often, the nuance involved in ethical decisions requires situational judgments.

• Show an open mind. You won’t always have the right answer. If your editors and reporters see you listening—and changing, when a more rational argument is presented—it only encourages a fruitful and open discussion.

Ultimately, even after all the debate, stand firm for what you believe is right, even if it’s not popular. You—and you alone—are accountable for the behavior of the newsroom.

