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About this Manual

This handbook was compiled and edited by ICFJ Director of Training Patrick Butler with the assistance of consultant Maia

Curtis. ICFJ Director of Communications Margie Fleming Glennon provided additional editing and oversaw production. It is

based on an earlier ICFJ handbook, Journalism Ethics: The New Debate, which examined the principles of ethics using case stud-

ies from Latin America. Much of that handbook, edited by ICFJ Vice President Whayne Dillehay and consultant John Dinges,

survives in this one. This manual adds case studies from many other parts of the world as well as new case studies from Latin

America.
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Journalism Ethics: The Global Challenge
In South Africa, newspaper editors grapple over whether to report

that a presidential spokesperson has died of AIDS. Does reporting

the cause of death violate the man’s privacy? Should AIDS be

treated differently than other diseases? Are public officials afforded

fewer privacy protections because of their jobs?

Reporters in India, working for an Internet news site, pose as busi-

nessmen representing a fictitious company. Their goal is to docu-

ment suspected corruption in the channels of military procurement.

The reporters lay the groundwork for months, bribing defense 

officials and even providing them with prostitutes. Their investiga-

tion, documented on film, leads to resignations all the way up to

the minister of defense. Does the end justify their means? Do

reporters have a right to interview and cover subjects without 

identifying themselves as reporters?

A war correspondent for Turkey’s largest newspaper, determined to

enter neighboring Iraq to cover the war in 2003 but unable to get a

journalist’s visa, goes as a “human shield.” Human shields—

civilians who objected to the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq—were 

welcomed by the Iraqi government. By acting as a human shield,

the reporter said, he was able to give his readers information that

would have been censored if he had been there officially as a 

journalist. He never lied about his identity. But did his acting as 

a human shield compromise his independence as a reporter? Did

the uncensored information he was able to share justify his means

for obtaining it?

What would you do in these situations? These are real

dilemmas faced by real journalists. They are just three of 21

case studies profiled in this manual; none of the case studies

is hypothetical. By sharing their stories, working journalists

helped the International Center for Journalists (ICFJ) develop

this manual, which aims to provide a practical framework for

making ethical decisions on deadline.

This manual encourages journalists and media managers

to think about ethics in their profession, talk about ethics

with their colleagues and their audiences or readers, and

develop ethical standards and guidelines that fit their needs

and circumstances. 

Why should journalists and media managers care about

professional ethics? 

Journalists who adhere to professional standards, who

strive to produce accurate reporting in an ethical manner,

certainly gain professional satisfaction. They also earn credi-

bility with their readers and viewers, and a reputation for reli-

ability for their news organizations. A newspaper, TV station

or radio station with a reputation for credibility and reliability

Introduction
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has an excellent chance for commercial success. So, in addi-

tion to moral incentives for practicing ethical journalism,

there are economic drivers as well. Finally, governments are

less likely to try to impose standards on media if journalists

hold themselves to high ethical standards.

In many ways the need for professional ethical standards

has never been greater. The advent of larger and larger mass

media organizations, news cycles that have shrunk from days

to hours or minutes, and a renewed awareness of the vital link

between a free press and a free society have fueled interest in

developing ethical standards. This has been particularly true

in the countries of Latin America, Africa, Eastern Europe and

Asia, countries that are newly democratic in many cases and

confronting the burgeoning demands of global economics.

In much of the developing world, the focus on more 

systematic approaches to journalism ethics has coincided,

not accidentally, with the emergence of constitutional gov-

ernment and democratic political processes. Greater press

freedom has allowed for more assertive, less defensive jour-

nalism and greater consciousness of the need for standards to

ensure quality and avoid abuse.

In addition, as observed by Dr. Rushworth Kidder of the

Institute for Global Ethics, larger institutions, high technolo-

gy and the worldwide systems of the current era have raised

the stakes enormously. The consequences of ethical failure in

an era of global economics, instantaneous communication

and systems of mass destruction are much more serious than

in simpler times when damage from ethical failings was more

likely to be isolated and contained. “I don’t believe we will

survive the 21st century with the ethics of the 20th century,”

Kidder says.

Media ethics must emerge from those who write and edit

the news, from the publishers and station owners, and from

the workers who sell the advertising and subscriptions to sus-

tain the business. Developing ethical standards is a personal

exercise in part and a collective one too. But effective and

meaningful ethical standards can never be imposed from an

external source—they must be an outgrowth of those who

practice them everyday.

The Declaration of Chapultepec, adopted in Mexico City

on March 11, 1994, describes the characteristics of a healthy,

independent press and defines the role professional ethics

plays in preserving it. Although the declaration was signed

only by the countries of the Americas, its message has global

significance: 

The credibility of the press is linked to the com-

mitment to truth, to the pursuit of accuracy, fair-

ness and objectivity and to the clear distinction

between news and advertising. The attainment of

these goals and the respect for ethical and profes-

sional values may not be imposed. These are the

exclusive responsibility of journalists and the

media. In a free society, it is public opinion that

rewards or punishes

Article Nine of the Declaration of Chapultepec

Journalists who adhere to 
professional standards, who
strive to produce accurate
reporting in an ethical manner,
certainly gain professional 
satisfaction.
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Background
This manual is an outgrowth of four ICFJ conferences on

journalism ethics held throughout Latin America in the

1990s. The conferences were convened in Brazil, Chile,

Mexico and Venezuela and sponsored by the Robert R.

McCormick Tribune Foundation. 

During the conferences, Dr. Rushworth Kidder of the

Institute for Global Ethics reviewed the traditions of moral

philosophy and shared human values that comprise the

most common Western approaches to ethical behavior.

Much of Dr. Kidder’s session can be found in Chapter Two of

this manual, “A Global Model for Ethical Decision Making,”

which grounds today’s approaches to ethical dilemmas in

history and tradition.     

Dr. Kidder’s session and discussion among the confer-

ence participants formed the raw material for an ICFJ video

and handbook entitled Journalism Ethics: The New Debate.

Available in English, Spanish and Portuguese, the video and

handbook were designed to advance understanding and

implementation of professional ethics in Latin American

media organizations and educational institutions. Some of

the original case studies from Latin America can be found in

this manual, supplemented by cases from Africa, Eastern

Europe and Asia, as well as new cases from Latin America. 

The Role of Ethics “Codes”
Ethics Codes remain in the forefront of any discussion about

journalism ethics. Distinctions between law and ethics; codes

and rules; voluntary and obligatory compliance leap immedi-

ately to mind, as do questions of enforcement. In much of

the world, a history of authoritarian governments has left a

legacy of traditions (even laws) and institutions intended to

regulate the practice of journalism. In some cases, ethics

codes have been treated as if they were laws, and the practice

of journalism has been restricted to those professionals certi-

fied or licensed by state-sanctioned journalism organizations. 

While journalists may resist government regulation

under any guise as a threat to freedom of the press, they rec-

ognize the need for statements of journalistic principles at

various professional levels. Those include codes by profes-

sional journalistic organizations, councils sponsored by pro-

fessionals or media owners to enforce standards, and specific

policy statements on standards and ethics by individual news

organizations. 

When considering laws versus codes, Dr. Kidder notes it

is helpful to remember an axiom put forth by Lord Moulton,

a 19th century British jurist: “Ethics is obedience to the

unenforceable.” Therefore, it is up to journalists themselves—

not governments or outside authorities—to set the standards

“Ethics is obedience to the
unenforceable.” Therefore, it is
up to journalists themselves –
not governments or outside
authorities –to set the standards
for their profession.

— Dr. Rushworth Kidder 
Institute for Global Ethics

In the United States and other countries, codes reflect more shared universal values than differences, and these shared 

ethical premises form the platform for this handbook. (See Appendix B for the code of the U.S.-based Society of Professional

Journalists and Appendix C for a listing of professional codes of ethics that are available online.)

Introduction
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Dr. Rushworth Kidder of the Institute for Global Ethics par-

ticipated in ICFJ’s four ethics conferences in Latin America,

at each time providing an overview of shared human values

that form ethical frameworks. He also explained the most

influential traditions of moral philosophy, and how they

would influence an ethical decision in professional journal-

ism today. This chapter provides a synopsis of Dr. Kidder’s

sessions.

Fundamental Human Values and
Journalism Ethics
Ethical practice in general, and in journalism in particular, rests

on common human values. This universal platform—bridging

continents, races and languages—prevents the discussion of

ethics from breaking apart into personal moralities.

Dr. Kidder puts it this way: There is no “separate thing

called journalism ethics,” any more than there is a separate

medical or legal ethics. However, journalists should report

“through the lens of ethics” on what is happening in society.

Journalists should use the language of ethics in addition to

the familiar language of politics and 

economics. They should ask not only, “Is this expedient?” or

“Is this economically feasible?” but “Is this right?” 

In his book, Shared Values for a Troubled World, Kidder

reported on his worldwide study of ethical values to test the

premise that there is common ground in ethics. His inter-

views with leaders in 16 countries revealed a set of core val-

ues that varies little from country to country, or from culture

to culture. The list includes: 

• Love • Solidarity

• Truth • Tolerance

• Freedom • Responsibility

• Fairness • Life

Ethical decision making is not only the application of

these universal values to questions of right and wrong; it is

also about challenging choices faced when two or more values

come in conflict, requiring us to decide which shall prevail.

Among the most common conflicts, in Kidder’s view, are: 

• Truth versus Loyalty

• Individual versus Community

• Short term versus Long term

• Justice versus Mercy

Such conflicts are typical of the ethical questions facing

journalists in their professional life. They are what Kidder

calls “right versus right dilemmas.”

A Global Model for Ethical Decision Making

Journalism Ethics

Dr. Rushworth Kidder of the Institute for Global Ethics
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Three Approaches to Ethical 
Decision Making
Kidder outlines three approaches to ethical decision making,

based on the traditions of moral philosophy. Each can be used

in solving problems, but each has its weaknesses and pitfalls. 

Utilitarianism

This approach asks us to explore the consequences of our

actions and decisions. If I do this, the following will happen;

if I do that, something else will happen. The ethical decision,

using the utilitarian approach, is the result of a kind of ethi-

cal calculus: which decision will result in the greatest good?

Often, particularly in politics, good is measured in terms of

the benefit to the greatest number of people. A good law is

one that benefits the greatest number with the least expendi-

ture of taxpayers’ money and the fewest prejudicial side-

effects on others. 

This “cost-benefit” approach is an efficient way to reach

a decision in many journalism situations, but it has its dan-

gers. A juicy, sensationalistic story about family conflict

involving sexual promiscuity and a young woman’s suicide

might make entertaining copy for thousands of readers or

viewers, while damaging “only” the victim’s family as it is

forced to read about its most intimate affairs during a period

of tragic grief. 

The breaking of a commitment to protect the identity of

a source might be regarded as a good because it allows the

reporter to write a story with great impact for social change,

while damaging “only” the source, a single individual. 

But in both cases, a pure calculus of the number helped

versus the number hurt leaves us uncomfortable. That’s why

we also must turn to the second approach. 

Rules-based Decisions: 

Kant’s Categorical Imperative 

Emmanuel Kant’s term is a somewhat intimidating way of

stating a relatively simple approach to moral reasoning:

Whatever you decide, you can be confident that it is moral or

ethical if you can state that the principle or rule upon which

you based your decision should be a universal law. In other

words, you decided to act on reasons that would hold true for

everybody else in the world in the same circumstances.

“‘I ought never to act,’ according to Kant’s philosophy,

‘except in such a way that I would will that my maxim could

become a universal law,” Dr. Kidder explains.

If this rule is applied to the examples cited above—airing

the private details of a family scandal during a period of grief,

or breaking a promise to protect a source’s identity—it is

clear that these decisions do not hold up under this type of

scrutiny. No journalists would be willing to enshrine as a uni-

versal rule that another’s privacy may be invaded without

limiting very strictly the circumstances under which it might

be justified. Under the utilitarian approach, the decisions

seemed more justified, but using Kant’s model, they appear

much less ethical. 

Kant’s approach says, in effect, “Damn the conse-

quences.” An action is not ethical because of how it turns

In the newsroom, ethical 
problems typically produce 
an impasse between those who
say, “Be realistic, we have a 
deadline and readers to serve,”
and those who say, “Darn it, 
there is a principle at stake 
here.” It is at that impasse where
the real ethical work begins. 

Journalism Ethics
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out. It is ethical because you based it on a principle you are

willing to see universalized. Kidder shares an example of a

reporter and a little old lady: 

“You’ve got a deadline. You’ve got a story in hand that’s

going to make an amazing difference to the whole commu-

nity, the whole city. You’re racing over to the station to get

there in time and, amazingly, there is a parking place on the

street right in front of the station. But a little old lady has

pulled up her car just in front of the parking place, and her

back-up lights are on, indicating that she is about to take the

parking place. But you have a very small car, and you are

very fast, and you can get in there first. What is the utilitari-

an going to say? ‘Greatest good for the greatest number. This

is an important story. Sorry, lady, but I’ve got to get there

because this will help the whole city.’  What’s the Kantian

going to say? ‘No.’ The Kantian basically is going to say, ‘If

you do this, what you’re saying is that you want everybody

in the world to do what you’re just about to do.’ And there

goes the whole sense of civility, the whole sense of polite-

ness, the whole sense of caring, the whole idea of lining up

in queues and taking your place and being orderly in a socie-

ty. All of society turns into a kind of glorified soccer brawl if

you head down this direction. The Kantian says, ‘no way.’

The utilitarian says, ‘of course.’”

Another term to describe Kant’s approach is deontological

ethics, that is, ethics based not on consequences but on deon,

the Greek word meaning “duty.” 

The Golden Rule, or Reversibility

The principle that you should “do to others as you would

have them do to you” is at the center of all major religions.

“It is probably the ethical principle that more people have

used more frequently than any other in the history of the

world,” Kidder says. It comes down to putting yourself in

another’s place, reversing one’s role. The Golden Rule is

often referred to as a “care-based” approach.

The most difficult aspect of the care-based approach is

defining who is the “other” in whose place should you put

yourself. Most ethical dilemmas involve multiple actors.

Putting yourself in others’ shoes often involves seeing the

problem from several perspectives. Once you have explored

these various perspectives, you can decide which action con-

stitutes what Dr. Kidder calls “the highest sense of caring.”

To use an earlier example, the Golden Rule approach

would require you to consider both the feelings of the family

and the interests of society before publishing a story with

the tragic details of the relative’s death. More than simply a

cost-benefit analysis, this approach would weigh the human

value of each perspective. Even if all of society reaps enter-

tainment benefits from publishing the story, the golden rule

ethicist would argue that care for the emotional impact to the

victim’s family would preclude publishing. Only if publishing

entailed important social benefits to the community—and

one could imagine oneself as a member of the victim’s family

and still appreciate the value of publishing— would a Golden

Rule ethicist then favor publishing the story.

The three ethical approaches do not constitute a “little

black box,” into which you can put your dilemmas, turn the

crank and have a solution pop out. Ethical decision making,

Kidder says, involves complex thinking and is almost always

hard work.

In the newsroom, ethical problems typically produce an

impasse between those who say, “Be realistic, we have a

deadline and readers to serve,” and those who say, “Darn it,

there is a principle at stake here.”  It is at such a impasse that

the real ethics work begins. 
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From the Top Down
Ethical decision making in newsrooms is no easy matter.

Because of this, many editors take the easy way out: When-

ever an ethical problem is brought to their attention, they

make the decision and implement it from the top down, rely-

ing on their responsibility and authority as editors. 

This approach has the advantage of speed, ensuring that

no deadlines will be missed. The disadvantage is that it treats

decisions about ethics as if they are simple matters of

enforcement of rules set down by the boss. The decisions

tend to be arbitrary and inconsistent over time. Indeed, this

approach discourages lower-level employees—reporters, pho-

tographers and videographers, for example, who encounter

the majority of ethical problems in their day-to-day work—

How to Resolve Ethical Dilemmas —
and Still Make Deadline

from bringing an ethical problem to the boss’s desk. 

Unfortunately, this top-down approach is how decisions

are made in most news organizations. 

Bottom-up approach
There is another approach, that stems from the funda-

mental notion that ethics involves both the individual and

the organization, both the personal responsibility of each

journalist and the authority and responsibility of the news 

organization for which he or she works. A bottom-up, 

teamwork-based approach recognizes that ethics draws

strength from each person’s commitment to the values that

underlie the norms. 

Viewed in this way, ethics are largely self-enforced rather

than imposed from above as if they were laws. Or, as Dr.

Kidder notes, ethics are “obedience to the unenforceable.” To

be effective, ethical decision making in newsrooms should

involve a relatively simple process, understood by all, that

allows most problems to be dealt with at the lower levels of

the organization. 

This kind of process recognizes that journalism is a team

sport. The work of a reporter, while often carried out by an

individual, has an impact that radiates out in concentric 

circles to include people about whom we write or broadcast,

as well as those who read what we write or broadcast. In the

professional sphere, a journalist’s work affects the individual

reporter, his or her coworkers, the news organization and, at

a more abstract but significant level, the profession as a

whole. In other words, the decision of each individual

Newsroom
Decision Making
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reporter and editor ultimately determines the respect and

trust with which the public regards the entire newspaper or

broadcast station and the journalism profession as a whole.

Steps for Making Ethical Decisions
Here is a description of an ethical decision-making process:

1. Consult colleagues and editors. The first step begins

when we encounter a problem. We may recognize an ethical

problem simply because our gut, our internal voice, our con-

science—call it what you will—alerts us that we may have to

make an uncomfortable  decision. It may be because our

journalistic training or guidelines from our editor have made

us sensitive to certain ethical red flags.

Our gut—or our individual moral sense—is a reliable first

warning, but it is seldom sufficient and can often mislead if

not reinforced by other steps. 

When confronted by an ethical problem as part of your

work as a journalist, do not act alone. First, talk to a col-

league, a fellow reporter or your immediate supervising edi-

tor. Together, decide whether the problem can be resolved at

that level or should be dealt with by bringing in other col-

leagues with specific responsibilities in the news organiza-

tion—the section editor or the managing editor, for example.

In some cases, when the problem has a potential impact on

the financial health or good name of the news organization,

the publisher and/or owners’ representatives must be brought

into the process.

2. Define the ethical problem. What values are involved? Is it a

question of right versus wrong, or a more difficult question

of right versus right, a case in which values conflict? 

We can then identify our goals with regard to that value.

What is our strategy to achieve that goal? And what specific

actions (or tactics) must we follow to be consistent with our

values and goals?

For example, we recognize that truth is a preeminent

value, one that has particular meaning for journalists. Our

goal is to achieve accuracy in whatever we write. The way we

achieve that goal is to set standards for our reporting so that

we establish what the facts are to the best of our ability. A

specific standard or tactic that a news organization might

decide to adopt is the so-called “two-source” rule, requiring

that facts in dispute must be confirmed by two independent

sources. 

Dr. Kidder provides a valuable chart to illustrate the way

we translate values into action in newsroom situations. 

Values
• Truth
• Love/Respect
• Justice/Freedom

Goals
• Accuracy
• Minimize Harm
• Independence

Strategy
• Fact-based 

Reporting
• Protect the Innocent
• Avoid Conflicts of 

Interest

Tactics
• Two-source Rule
• Withhold Names 

of Victims
• Accept Nothing 

of Value
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3. Check codes and guides. The code of ethics of your pro-

fessional organization can be a valuable guide. Even more

useful is the ethics and standards manual of your news

organization, if one exists. Such written codes seldom resolve

a specific dilemma except in the most obvious cases. But they

provide the parameters for a solution and are of great assis-

tance in orienting the discussion of an ethical problem. 

News organizations that do not have their own ethics

and standards code should consider writing one, using and

adapting more general codes such as those from professional

organizations, both national and international. The advan-

tage of a news organization having its own code is that it can

adopt more specific guidelines that apply only within that

organization. 

A general code of ethics and standards, for example,

might say that a good journalist should show greater concern

for private individuals than public figures when they appear

in his or her stories. A news organization manual may state

definitively that rape victims will not be identified. 

A general code will say that journalists should not have

outside employment that constitutes a conflict of interest. A

news organization code can specify which moonlighting jobs

are permissible and which are a problem, or it may provide a

procedure by which a journalist may seek approval for a spe-

cific outside job. 

4. Measure your journalistic objective. We should be con-

scious of the extent to which our journalistic objectives affect

the way we write and may influence us to cut ethical corners.

This occurs when we say we didn’t have time to call a second

source to confirm the facts because we were too close to

deadline, or when we have an exclusive, a “scoop,” that we

will lose if we wait to check the story more carefully. 

In other cases, journalistic objectives, such as enhancing

the credibility of our news organization, compel us to be

even more strict in ethical decisions. 

In all cases, journalists should satisfy themselves that

general ethical values, such as seeking truth, acting independ-

ently and minimizing harm, have not been sacrificed or com-

promised in the pursuit of legitimate but non-ethical objec-

tives, such as speed, entertainment, brevity, increasing circu-

lation, attracting advertisers or beating the competition.

5. Identify “stakeholders,” people who might be 

affected by the decision. Often there is a tendency to 

consider the points of view only of those in the room when

we are discussing an ethical problem. We should make a

deliberate effort to list all of those who will be affected by 

our decision, and attempt to describe objectively the inter-

est—or “stake”— each person has in our decision. Those 

people are often called stakeholders.

The stakeholders are not just the innocent participants in

a story. They deserve our special consideration, especially if

they are both innocent and private citizens. The not-so-inno-

cent participants also have to be taken into account in our

deliberation. In a typical story denouncing government

errors, for example, we must list those who made the errors

among the stakeholders in our decision. 

Finally, the most important stakeholder is the public

itself, not only our readers, but the society at large. 

A good practice in identifying stakeholders during a dis-

cussion is to assign one person as “devil’s advocate,” the per-

son who takes the point of view of those who are not pres-

ent. This is the person charged with identifying stakeholders

who might not be obvious and with forcing those making

the decision to take into account even the most unpopular

points of view. 

Decision Making

Often there is a tendency to 
consider the points of view only 
of those in the room when we 
are discussing an ethical problem.
We should make a deliberate
effort to list all of those who will
be affected by our decision...
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6. Ask: What are our alternatives? Every story can be writ-

ten in many different ways. Often the ethical choice is not

between publishing and not publishing. Our ethical decision

may be to write the story in a certain way to achieve both

the journalistic effect we seek and resolve an ethical dilemma. 

In some cases, writing an additional story to achieve bal-

ance and fairness is the solution. 

7. Make a decision. Ethics is not a discussion, no matter how

rich and interesting that discussion may be. A good discussion

is not a decision. And in journalism we must act and be

accountable for our decisions. What we cannot do (if we are

to remain effective as journalists) is put off making a decision.

In some cases, the decision may be to postpone publication in

order to make the story fairer, or to diminish a harmful

effect—for example, withholding the identity of an accident

victim until next of kin has been notified. But decide we

must. And we must do it in time to meet our deadline. 

8. Be able to explain your decision. This step is sometimes

called the “front page test.” If all our reasons for making the

decision in a certain way were to be revealed on the front

page of the newspaper, would we make the same decision? Is

there anything about our motives, our reasoning that we

would be embarrassed about if they were revealed? This does

not mean that we necessarily burden our readers with such

explanations in every case. It does mean that we should ask

ourselves whether public disclosure would be a factor in how

we decide, and that we should decide as if we were going to

explain fully what we did and why we did it. The most

responsible newspapers and media organizations often do

this as more than an academic exercise. They appoint a

writer sometimes given a special independent status as

“ombudsman” to write about the media organization from

the inside, questioning, critiquing and explaining issues of

ethics and journalistic standards.  

An Ethical Checklist
Below you will find an ethical “checklist” first published in the

popular book, Doing Ethics in Journalism: A Handbook with Case

Studies, by Jay Black, Bob Steele and Ralph Barney. The check-

list—10 questions to ask yourself when confronted with an

ethical problem—provides guidance to help you make sound

ethical choices. The checklist is reprinted here with permission.

Ask Good Questions to Make Good 
Ethical Decisions
1. What do I know? What do I need to know?

2. What is my journalistic purpose?

3. What are my ethical concerns?

4. What organizational policies and professional guidelines

should I consider?

5. How can I include other people, with different perspectives

and diverse ideas, in the decision-making process?

6. Who are the stakeholders (that is, those people who are

affected by my decision)? What are their motivations?

Which are legitimate?

7. What if the roles were reversed? How would I feel if I were

in the shoes of one of the stakeholders?

8. What are the possible consequences of my actions? Short

term? Long term?

9. What are my alternatives to maximize my truth-telling

responsibility and minimize harm? 

10. Can I clearly and fully justify my thinking and my 

decision? To my colleagues? To the stakeholders? To 

the public?
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In the past few decades, political and social changes

throughout the world have generally resulted in much

more freedom for journalists and their news organizations.

This newfound journalistic freedom has been a welcome

change as well as a key goal for those who have sought to

replace dictatorship with democracy.

But the reality of new responsibilities tempers the eupho-

ria of freedom. Often professional obligations and duties of

journalists are not entirely clear to those who must live up to

them. That is one reason why an open and vigorous discus-

sion of professional ethics is so important.

Among the major issues in the balance between freedom

and responsibility are:

• the right to privacy,

• the limits to sensationalism, and

• the objectivity of the journalist.

These issues are debated every day in newsrooms around the

world, and the challenges they present require some careful

analysis of what is at stake and ways that the media can act

responsibly.

In their jobs as reporters and editors, journalists usually

see themselves as outside observers—reporting on news

made by someone else. But there are times when the roles 

are confused or reversed—when the journalists themselves

become part of the story.  In the following cases, the journal-

ists themselves appeared in the forefront of the news and

faced some intriguing questions. 

Case Study
Honduras: When Reporters Make 
News Happen
Renato Alvarez, a respected reporter and editor with

Televisora Nacional de Ingenieros SA (Telenisa Channel 63) 

in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, had little time for reflection that

afternoon in late August 1997. He got a tip from a colleague

in his own television station that a fugitive Army colonel,

wanted for human rights crimes including torture and mur-

der, was sitting in the plaza just outside the television station

where Alvarez was news director. 

The man sitting watching a children’s basketball game

and reading a Bible was indeed Colonel Manuel Enrique

Suarez Benavidez, whose army unit had been identified as a

death squad that captured and interrogated suspected leftist

guerrillas during the wave of violence and civil wars that

swept Honduras and other Central American countries during

the 1980s. 

A court had ordered the colonel’s arrest a year before, but

he had remained free, despite being frequently sighted in the

streets, and at restaurants and sporting events. Some suspect-

ed that the police were not serious about capturing him, but

the police denied this. 

So when Alvarez knew he had a story, he did two things:

he sent a cameraman to film the colonel and he called the

police. Alvarez identified himself as a reporter, and reported

the whereabouts of Colonel Suarez Benavidez. It took police

investigators 30 minutes to arrive on the scene, but the

colonel had not moved, and Alvarez had his videocamera

ready to film the arrest. 

Case Studies

Freedom and Responsibility
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Alvarez was aware that his action had created the news

event, which was a major scoop for his station, Telenisa

Channel 63. “Probably if I would have not called,” he said

later, “the investigators would not have arrested him.” 

Alvarez produced his story and had it on the air in 45

minutes. His seven-minute report included footage of the

colonel seated and reading and of his arrest by police investi-

gators. It had background on the court order for Suarez

Benavidez’s arrest and archive footage about human rights

abuses from the 1980s. 

Alvarez deliberately left out one fact: he did not mention

that he himself had made the call that led to the colonel’s

arrest. He said he kept silent about his own involvement

because of fear of retaliation from the country’s still powerful

military. Nevertheless, a government official revealed at a

press conference that a journalist had provided the informa-

tion that led to the colonel’s arrest. 

The story was important both for Alvarez’s career and for

the success of Telenisa, which was trying to establish its repu-

tation for news coverage. Alvarez made public his role in the

story only a year later, when he was interviewed for an ICFJ

video on ethics. At the time of the interview, he said, “I am

revealing this now because I know this [video] is for educa-

tional purposes.”

He would not have acted any differently if he had it to

do over again, he said. “Did I do the right thing? I am a citi-

zen and one of the communicators who fights military

impunity; we want punishment for those who disappeared

Hondurans. For me I have no qualms. It was my duty as a cit-

izen. However, I also thought about my scoop.” 

The Honduran courts ultimately dismissed the charges

against Colonel Suarez Benavidez and released him on

grounds of insufficient evidence. 

� Questions for Discussion

1. Should Alvarez have called the police anonymously first to

see if they would have responded?

2. Should he have informed the viewers that he was the one

who called the police?

3. Was Alvarez acting as a good citizen, a responsible journal-

ist and/or an agent of the police?

4. What are the competing values in this case?

5. Discuss Alvarez’s decision to call the police. Was it the

right thing to do as a citizen? Was his duty any different

because he was also a reporter?

6. Discuss his motives: He said he had his scoop in mind

when he called the police. What bearing does competition

or career motivation have on the ethics of his decision, if

any?  He said he is a journalist who fights for justice and

against impunity. Discuss the ethics of that kind of moti-

vation for a journalist.

7 Discuss his story: Was his involvement in the story jour-

nalistically relevant? Was he justified in concealing his
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role? Would viewers have seen the story in a significantly

different light had the reporter’s involvement been known

from the outset?

8. Discuss journalists helping police: Can you arrive at an

ethical maxim that will guide you in making such a deci-

sion? When would such help be justified? When would it

be an ethical violation?

9. Reverse the circumstances and discuss a case in which a

journalist interviews a wanted criminal but does not tell

the police about it or help them capture the suspect. How

about a case of a wanted “criminal” who is an opposition

figure whose alleged crimes are political?

10. What ethical principles should guide journalists when 

they witness a crime and must decide whether to reveal or

conceal information that might lead to a person’s arrest?

Case Study

Nigeria: The Line Between Informing 
and Inflaming
It was a busy Friday morning after production night when

Isioma Daniel’s editor called on her mobile phone and asked

that she write a column about the upcoming Miss World pag-

eant. Daniel worked for the Saturday edition of This Day, a

national newspaper in Nigeria. Her senior editor wanted a

short piece analyzing the various opinions over the pageant

and Nigeria’s role as pageant host. 

During a hectic day of last-minute edits and additions to

the Saturday edition, Daniel wrote her piece discussing the

various objections to the pageant in what she calls a “breezy,

sarcastic, edgy tone.” She discussed feminists’ continuing

objection to the pageant, human rights activists’ use of the

contest site to highlight the legal treatment of women in

northern Nigeria, and Muslims’ moral objection to the beau-

ty contest. She answered the question of what Mohammed

would think of the show by stating that he probably would

have chosen a wife from among the contestants. She also

hoped to raise some serious questions, especially whether

Nigeria was taking “the easy way out by drawing national

pride and glory from the winner of a beauty pageant instead

of from good governance.”  

The paper has no official copy editors, and the small staff

shares responsibility for editing. Daniel sent her article to the

senior editor for review. He read the first few lines and cleared

it for publication, she said.

The tinderbox of Nigeria’s religious and ethnic tensions

needed no greater spark than Daniel’s article. Readers in the

conservative Muslim north were outraged, citing especially

Daniel’s somewhat joking comment that Mohammed might

have chosen a wife from the contestants. Within days vio-

lence had erupted across northern Nigeria with Muslims

killing Christians. Rioters burned the Kaduna bureau of This

Day, and the paper was flooded with furious phone calls.

On Monday, the paper printed its first of several retrac-

tions, culminating in Friday’s apology that called Daniel’s

comments “not only unjustified, but utterly provocative.”

When the state security office requested that Daniel report to

them, she decided to leave the country. Once out of Nigeria,

she learned that Islamic leaders had issued a fatwa for her

death. Only then did she realize that this would not simply

“blow over,” as many had thought.

Although at first she agreed with her newspaper’s deci-

sion to run apologies, Daniel now thinks the paper should

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility

Nigerians walk past the Lagos office of This Day newspaper
which was the subject of the protests and riots over an 
article that offended Muslims.
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have defended freedom of the press more strongly. She wish-

es more people had paid attention to the serious points she

raised in the article. Instead, she says, “all that got lost in the

sentence about Mohammed.” More than anything, she wor-

ries about the effect that the reaction to her article will have

on freedom of expression in Nigeria.

“The violence was a blackmail on all journalists and so it

definitely makes it impossible for a journalist to criticize or

express freely a view on a religious figure,” she says. “Nigeria

loses because her conscience is already nonexistent, and

with a weak press it can only get worse.”

Daniel is now in hiding, working on a book and rethink-

ing her future. In an article she wrote for The Guardian

describing her experience, she responds to one commentator

who regretted that Daniel was not hurt by the violence that

killed hundreds. Daniel writes, “physical pain is not the

worst kind of pain…I unknowingly lit the match. I haven’t

dropped it yet; it is still in my hand.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. What is the role of an opinion piece versus a straight news

piece?  Are there different ethical standards for each?

2. What responsibility does a journalist have with a poten-

tially volatile topic?  

3. Daniel wrote about a sensitive, religious topic in a tone

that was meant to be “breezy, sarcastic, edgy.” Was that

appropriate? Are there certain topics, like religion, that

should not be discussed in a commentary piece, or that

should be handled differently? What does a community

gain or lose by this approach?

4. How did the editing process at This Day contribute to the

violence that erupted from the article’s publication?

What is the process in your newsroom? How many people

are involved in editing decisions? How many people

should be? Is the process different for straight news versus

commentary pieces? Should it be?

5. Do you think Daniel and her editors could have anticipat-

ed the intensity of the outrage over a satirical comment

about Mohammed? Are there any steps they could have

taken to prepare for all possible reactions? For example, it

is possible that a Muslim journalist reading the article

before publication would have guessed that it would pro-

voke such a reaction. If that had happened, would such

anticipation be reason enough to tone down the article,

or kill it? Should stories that affect an ethnic or religious

group always be screened by a member of that group in

order to ensure that they are sensitive to the group’s con-

cerns? Or would such screening be a limit on freedom of

expression?

6. In the aftermath of the article’s publication, how could

the editors of This Day have handled the situation 

differently?

Case Study

Russia: Covering a Hostage Crisis
On Wednesday, October 23, 2002, Chechen forces interrupt-

ed a performance at a popular Moscow theater and took

more than 750 people hostage. As President Putin’s govern-

ment struggled to resolve the crisis, the media embarked on

24-hour coverage of the situation. Early Saturday morning,

Russian special forces stormed the theater and put an end to

the siege, but critiques of how the media covered the story

were just beginning. The Kremlin singled out NTV for partic-

A police officer stands in front of the theater in Moscow as
a hostage crisis was playing out inside, Oct. 23, 2002
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ular criticism—for hiring lip readers to interpret a meeting

between Putin and top aides, for broadcasting live footage of

Russian troop movements outside the theater, and for broad-

casting interviews with distraught and angry relatives of the

hostages. The accusations were sometimes politically based,

but also reflect common disagreements over how the media

should cover hostage situations. 

NTV did hire lip readers to interpret footage of a Kremlin

meeting between Putin, Prime Minister Kasyanov, the

Interior Minister and the Federal Security Service Director.

Normally the Kremlin press service prepares footage of these

meetings with sound and then sends it to media outlets for

broadcast. However, footage of this meeting, held shortly

after the hostage crisis, was sent to the media without sound.

NTV hired a lip reader who interpreted a disagreement

between Putin and Kasyanov during what seemed to be a dis-

cussion over tactics to handle the siege. Journalists and man-

agers at the station discussed whether they could air this

information obtained from a lip reader, and ultimately decid-

ed it was valuable news and worth broadcasting.

The accusation concerning the live footage is not as clear.

Putin accused NTV of endangering the operation and the lives

of soldiers and hostages by airing live footage of troop move-

ments as they prepared to storm the theater. NTV argues that

their broadcast was not in real time, but in fact delayed by

about 40 minutes—after the military operation was finished.

Many feel that Putin purposely distorted the truth in an

attempt to discredit the media and especially NTV for political

gain—he appealed to patriotism in criticizing journalists for

endangering the lives of their fellow citizens. NTV anchor

Savik Shuster explained, “They [the Kremlin] did not want us

to broadcast live footage of the storming. We had a clue that

it was starting; we had some inside information. They called

to tell us that if something of that sort happened we should

not broadcast live pictures. So we did not broadcast live, but

afterwards they still accused us of doing so.”

Another example of this continuing effort to balance full

disclosure and protection of secure information occurred ear-

lier in the crisis. NTV had taped an interview with one of the

hostage-takers. The Minister of Information came to their

office to watch the interview and after returning to the

Kremlin, called to ask NTV not to broadcast the segment. So

NTV held the tape until after the siege was over. Shuster was

disappointed not to be able to air it earlier. He explained, “It

was a scoop, an exclusive interview, but they asked us not to

air it, so we didn’t.”

Finally, the Kremlin complained about NTV broadcasting

interviews with family members of the hostages. Shuster

hosted the Friday evening talk show that included interviews

with several relatives. He explained that part of his motiva-

tion in conducting these interviews was based on news

events that occurred earlier that day. Chechen forces had

encouraged relatives of the hostages to protest the war in

Chechnya in Red Square on Friday. Shuster planned the

evening show to include interviews with several of these rela-

tives along with government officials. He expected an inter-

esting debate about how a government should handle

hostage situations and whether they can negotiate.

However, minutes before airtime the government author-

ities who were scheduled to attend cancelled without expla-

nation. It later became clear that they were involved in final

plans to storm the theater early the next morning. NTV jour-

nalists discussed whether they should continue with the

show since it was no longer as balanced. They decided to pro-

ceed, but Shuster acknowledges now that he might handle it

differently if faced with the same scenario. He might not

broadcast this type of show live, or he would explain that

The accusation concerning the 
live footage is not as clear. Putin
accused NTV of endangering the
operation and the lives of soldiers
and hostages by airing live footage
of troop movements as they 
prepared to storm the theater. 
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attendees on the other side of the debate had to cancel at the

last minute. As he explained, “It was very emotional, which

created an atmosphere of hostility toward the people that

were advocating use of force.”

An additional issue that concerned Shuster before broad-

casting the show is the problem of using such emotional

interview subjects. Although in the future he might consider

taping this sort of show, Shuster still believes that these inter-

views are newsworthy—it is valuable to understand the per-

spective of the hostages’ relatives and for them to share sto-

ries and feelings that humanize the hostages.

Overall, Shuster believes NTV’s coverage of the hostage

crisis was fair and balanced, despite difficult reporting condi-

tions. He also believes that the government did a reasonable

job dealing with the press through the crisis. Although he

would not characterize the relationship as “give and take,” 

he said, “Given the extraordinary circumstances, I cannot

complain.”

After the siege was over, though, the government multi-

plied efforts to curb reporting on terrorism. In November,

both houses of parliament approved highly restrictive laws

concerning how journalists can cover terrorist and counter-

terrorist activities. Putin vetoed the legislation; however,

shortly after, a committee of government officials and media

executives convened to write a “voluntary” convention

aimed at restricting media coverage of these issues. Directors

of several national broadcast outlets signed the convention,

and parliament is currently working on new legislation to

curb reporting on terrorist operations.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Was it ethical for NTV to hire a lip reader to interpret

footage that the Kremlin press service sent to media out-

lets? Would it be ethical for a reporter to use information

that he or she overhears during a conversation between

public officials in the corridors of parliament?  What

about a conversation overheard from behind a closed

door? What if a public official gives a newsworthy quote

when he believes the microphone is off, when in fact he

is being recorded?

2. How should a media organization decide what informa-

tion affects the security of a military operation and there-

fore should not be broadcast or published?  Is live footage

always problematic?  How long should a newspaper or

broadcast station delay when going public with secure

information?

3. Was it right for NTV to respect the government’s request

to delay airing the interview with the hostage-taker?

Would you have done the same?  Should these types of

decisions be made by the government or the media?

4. If your TV station were covering this story and the lead

hostage-taker offered you the chance to conduct a live

interview with him, would you take it?  What would you

do if during the interview he shot a hostage on live TV?

5. Shortly after the September 11 terrorist attacks, the White

House asked American broadcast stations not to air

Osama bin Laden’s taped speeches for fear that they may

include coded messages to his supporters. Most media

outlets agreed to screen and possibly edit the tapes before

airing them. What would you do in this scenario?

6. In December 1996, members of the Tupac Amaru Revolu-

tionary Movement stormed the Japanese Ambassador’s

home in Lima, Peru, and took over 70 party guests

hostage. The siege continued for over four months.

Several media outlets discovered that government officials

were building a tunnel into the residence, but refrained

from publishing the information until after the hostage-

takers admitted that they knew about the tunnel’s con-

struction. La Republica then published the information

gained from their investigative reporters. Peruvian

President Fujimori still criticized the newspaper for endan-

gering the operation. Was La Republica justified in pub-

lishing when they did?  In a hostage crisis that spans

months not days, how do the decisions over when and

what to publish change?



monthly payments were double the presidential monthly

salary and questioned: What was the source of this money

given to the former mistress? Was it from the president’s own

pocket?  Where did he get this sort of money on a govern-

ment payroll?  Noticias implied that public funds could have

been involved.

The president sued on the grounds of invasion of priva-

cy, and a court ruled in his favor, fining the magazine

150,000 pesos (U.S. $150,000). In 1998, Noticias appealed the

court decision and lost. 

A similar case arose in Peru during the 2001 campaign of

eventual president Alejandro Toledo. The host of the television

program “Francotirador” (“Sharpshooter”) raised allegations

that Toledo had fathered an illegitimate daughter 13 years

before. The allegations were widely reported, and media

around the country interviewed the girl’s mother, who claimed

that Toledo refused to recognize his daughter or to submit to

DNA tests that would prove or disprove his paternity.

Rosa Labán was editor of the newspaper El Tiempo in

Piura, the home of Toledo’s supposed illegitimate daughter.

She wrestled with the question of whether to publish the

allegations.

“The dilemma was: We don’t touch it because it belongs

to the private life of the candidate, or we do touch it because

Toledo had thrust himself into the campaign for president;

he was a public figure, and everything he did interested the

country,” Labán said.

The media soon became saturated with the case to the
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7. Is it right to interview the relatives of hostages?  American

columnist George Will once called this practice “the

pornography of grief.”  Is it exploitative or simply thor-

ough news gathering?  Does it make a difference if rela-

tives choose publicity by contacting news organizations

unsolicited or by publicly protesting the government’s

handling of the crisis?

8. Should Shuster have aired the show without the govern-

ment representatives?  How would you have handled his

predicament?

9. Some people argue that the media provides the very plat-

form that hostage-takers seek, and therefore the media

encourages more hostage incidents by giving them so

much coverage. How can media organizations improve

reporting on terrorist or hostage situations without simply

limiting coverage?

Case Study

Argentina and Peru: Private Lives of 
Public Officials
The facts were relatively straightforward and had been

reported to a large extent before. Then Noticias magazine

published a cover story with photos alleging that Argentine

President Carlos Menem had an illegitimate teenaged son,

who lived with his mother. She was an elected deputy in the

provincial assembly and had been Menem’s mistress. The

story said both were provided financial support by the presi-

dent, who was shown in photos playing pool with his son. 

The magazine also alleged that the mother had received

death threats, and justified its decision to publish the story

on the grounds of the alleged threats, the support payments

to the mother and son, and the fact that both the president

and the mother are public figures. 

According to Noticias, five sources confirmed that two

government officials had dealt with Menem’s former mistress

and agreed to provide a monthly payment of $20,000 as

hush money. In its reports, Noticias mentioned that these

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility

Finally, Labán’s paper did publish
the allegations, but she continued
to question whether that was the
right thing or not. One of the
ways she justified publishing the
story was the way the U.S. media
covered President Bill Clinton’s 
relationship with Monica Lewinsky.
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point that the candidates’ stands on the issues of importance

to the country were being lost, Labán said. Finally, Labán’s

paper did publish the allegations, but she continued to ques-

tion whether that was the right thing or not. One of the

ways she justified publishing the story was the way the U.S.

media covered President Bill Clinton’s relationship with

Monica Lewinsky.

“I consider that we must respect people’s private lives,”

Labán said. “Nevertheless, I believe that when a person

aspires to be president of a country with 25 million inhabi-

tants, the readers have a right to know about the issue, which

does form a part of the truth.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. Did Noticias invade the president’s privacy with its story?

Did the Peruvian media that reported on Toledo’s alleged

illegitimate child invade his privacy? What about the pri-

vacy of the two children?

2. Should public figures have more or less right to privacy

than private citizens?

3. What constitutes invasion of privacy?  Who decides?

4. Should there be sanctions against news organizations for

invasion of privacy?

5. How does a journalist decide what to publish and what

not to publish about the private lives of public figures? In

the Argentine case, what were Noticias’ reasons? What

were the Peruvian media’s reasons? Were they legitimate

in each case? What do you have to know in order to

make a reasoned decision in a case like this?

6. If you were an editor of a competing news organization,

would you use your pages to defend Noticias from the

government’s legal reprisals on freedom of press grounds?

7. Discuss the ethical dilemmas for news organizations when

courts and laws restrict the press’s ability to report on

newsworthy stories. Should the news organization submit

to the laws it considers a violation of press freedom, or

should it publish in defiance of the laws and courts and

take the consequences? To what extent is courage an ethi-

cal mandate for journalists?

8. In pictures of Menem’s son, Noticias covered up the boy’s

eyes with black strips to disguise his identity. Was that

appropropriate? In Peru, the media named Toledo’s illegiti-

mate daughter and many showed photos of her (with her

mother’s enthusiastic permission). Was that appropriate?

9. In most countries there are legal definitions for “invasion

of privacy” that are very different from the ethical defini-

tions of privacy. How do they compare?  How do they

conflict?  How should the differences be resolved?

10. In the Peruvian case, Rosa Labán said that the sensational

story of Toledo’s alleged daughter became so pervasive

that issues of real importance weren’t getting covered.

Should the media downplay sensational stories like that

one in order to concentrate on more important issues

even if the public clamors for more news about the candi-

dates’ private lives? Who decides what news should be

played prominently, the public or the media?

Case Study

South Africa: Reporting on the Health of
Public Officials
When South African presidential spokesman Parks

Mankahlana died in October 2000 after a long illness, the

rumors had been circulating for months that he was dying of

AIDS. But how to report on this sensitive, yet pervasive, topic

is a matter of strong disagreement among journalists in

South Africa.

Erik Naki, the political editor of the Daily Dispatch in East

London, explained that many newspapers, including his

own, reported simply that Mankahlana died after a long ill-

ness. Naki and his editor, Gavin Stewart, both said that the

stigma attached to AIDS is still so strong that it extends “to

the family of anybody who dies of AIDS, especially to the

wife or partner.”  

Although other illnesses of public officials are reported

without controversy, HIV/AIDS is a different matter. In addi-



22 Journalism Ethics: The Global Debate

tion to the questions of social stigma and privacy, there is a

political dimension since President Mbeki has become known

for his dissident stance on AIDS—questioning the link

between HIV and AIDS, the effectiveness of anti-retroviral

drugs, etc.

Naki explained that some media in his country report

aggressively on the question of who has HIV or AIDS, while

others are more cautious.

“The government is open about other illnesses, but

when it comes to HIV, it becomes a debate. The weekend

papers tend to report this, and the government argues that

they shouldn’t. The government accuses the press of being

anti-Mbeki. Mbeki has become a leading spokesman ques-

tioning whether HIV causes AIDS, and the press tries in

essence to prove him wrong, by showing that this disease is

affecting even his own people.”

The Mail & Guardian was one of the papers that reported

the AIDS speculation when Mankahlana died, citing a senior

source within the African National Congress (ANC). Before

political editor Howard Barrell wrote the piece, though, he

consulted with all the political writers at the paper. 

Jaspreet Kindra recalled, “He told us he was going to

report that Parks had died of AIDS and asked if any of us had

a problem with it. Parks had made some leading remarks

indicative of his AIDS dissident status—like the one to the

international magazine Science that South Africa could not

afford to supply drugs to HIV-positive pregnant women

because this would result in a national rash of healthy

orphans that the state would then have to support. So there

was a lot of anger with Parks’ stance. His death came at a time

when many of us were angry with Thabo Mbeki’s questioning

stance, so I supported Barrell’s decision to write the piece.”

As Barrell’s piece argued on October 27, 2000,

Mankahlana’s vocal dissident stance had “made the cause of

Mankahlana’s death a public domain issue.”

The same debate raged when ANC Member of Parliament

Peter Mokaba died in June 2002. As a Mail & Guardian edito-

rial declared after his death, “There are other ANC [AIDS] dis-

sidents, but none who have propagated their views with such

evangelical intensity….Mokaba was an able persuader and

mobiliser—some would say rabble-rouser—who in some way

may have imagined he could negate illness by rallying the

masses against what dissidents call ‘the HIV=AIDS=Death par-

adigm.’…True leaders do more than win and exercise

power—they show us how to live. If Mokaba was in denial

because he could not accept his mortality, he failed this test.”

Over a year after Mankahlana’s death and only months

before Mokaba’s death, the ANC released a document co-

authored by Mokaba elaborating its AIDS policy. Kindra wrote

in the Mail & Guardian on March 22, 2002, that it “portrays

AIDS as a conspiracy theory pushed by an ‘omnipotent appa-

ratus’ posing as ‘friends of Africa’ with the aim of dehumaniz-

ing Africans.” It also “portrays Mankahlana as a martyr in the

cause of his president and claims he died ‘vanquished by the

anti-retroviral drugs he was wrongly persuaded to consume.’”

Thus the ANC finally admitted that Mankahlana had indeed

died of AIDS, in a document still supporting his dissident

stance.

For many reporters in South Africa, the questions of stig-

ma and privacy are superceded by the political dimension the

issue takes when a public official, especially in Mbeki’s gov-

ernment, dies of AIDS. 

As Ranjeni Munusamy wrote in The Sunday Times on

October 29, 2000, Mankahlana’s “battle with his illness

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility
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became mixed up with the battle he was fighting on Mbeki’s

behalf. And he lost both.”

Even Erik Naki, whose paper did not choose to report the

cause of Mankahlana’s death, argued, “Although any illness is

a private matter, when it affects a public official, it should be

reported. Especially with HIV, because it affects so many peo-

ple in South Africa. I don’t think the choice of the weekend

papers is a bad one—they keep the government on its toes.

It’s important to inform the public—this thing is affecting

even the spokesman of the president. I think they were right,

but they need to be cautious dealing with rumors. But if they

have good, solid information, they should report it, if it

affects a public figure. Parks was speaking for the president.

He was a public figure, in the president’s office. So the media

has a right to report these issues.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. Does your media organization have a policy about report-

ing on the health of public officials?  Do you usually

cover these stories, or are they off-limits?

2. A story that deals with the health of an official may be

difficult to confirm. Doctors are not supposed to disclose

this information, and death certificates are often closed to

the public. What kind of sourcing is acceptable—for a

journalist’s ethics and for accuracy?  Is one source, espe-

cially an anonymous source, enough to run a story like

this?  What if the story is corroborated by multiple

anonymous sources?  What if health documents come

from an opposition party member?

3. Do most cultures have the same approach to death and

how it is discussed?  Should all journalists have one

approach, regardless of culture or social mores?

4. Do you think the South African press handled the death

of Mankahlana differently than other officials, because he

was the press spokesman, and therefore personally known

by many in the press? Should they?

5. Did Mankahlana’s stance on HIV/AIDS legitimately open

him to questions about his own health?  If he had never

been a part of the AIDS debate, nor taken an unpopular

stance on it, would the questions surrounding his death

have been reported differently, and should they have

been?

6. Do you think that journalists in South Africa hope to de-

stigmatize AIDS in reporting this issue openly?  Is this fair

for the media to make this choice?

7. Do public officials lose all rights to privacy?  What privacy

rights does a dead person have, or the family left behind?

8. Does the health of a public official affect his job, and

therefore, does the public have a right to know about it?

9. No one dies from HIV/AIDS, they die from diseases related

to the syndrome. Should the media make those connec-

tions?

Case Study

South Africa: Reporting on Hate Speech
Mbongeni Ngema, the famed South African songwriter and

playwright, argued in Durban’s The Post newspaper that the

only way to heal a wound is to open it and clean it, which is

the painful part. A healing process is what he reportedly

hoped to achieve in May 2002 when he released the song

“Amandiya,” which criticizes South African Indians for

oppressing blacks. In the ensuing controversy, journalists try-

ing to report on the issue were caught up in the accusations

of promoting hate speech.

Dumisane Shange, the executive producer of a current

affairs program on Ukhozi FM, a South African Broadcasting

Corporation station, explained that stories involving Ngema

were almost always news since he is such a prominent South

African artist. The catchy tune with harsh, emotional lan-

guage decrying Indian treatment of the blacks was especially

newsworthy.

“It is a fact that this is an issue and he [Ngema] was

highlighting this problem. There was an outcry from the

Indian community—they started holding press conferences

that journalists would cover. The issue was taken to court to
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get the CD taken out of the stores, which they succeeded in

doing,” Shange said.

So Shange’s radio station broadcast a discussion about

the tensions between the two communities as part of a cur-

rent affairs program and played the song that sparked the

debate during the show.

Shange explained that the song “had connotations of

hate speech—something that could incite people to act

against the Indian population. But we had to play the song

so people could understand what it says and what the con-

troversy was about.”

He believes that their listeners understood that the song

was played as part of a news program—to create an informed

dialogue around the issue. They did not hear complaints

about their coverage. In fact, he says, “people responded well

to the program. Even an Indian radio station used the song—

they read a translation of it because they don’t speak Zulu.”

Overall, he says, “I was pleased with our coverage of the

issue.”

However, a complaint was lodged with the South African

Human Rights Commission, and the commission in turn

filed a complaint against Ukhozi FM with the Broadcasting

Complaints Commission of South Africa (BCCSA). They

argued that broadcasting the song amounted to hate speech

against Indians.

The BCCSA judged that the song did constitute hate

speech, and that broadcasting the song “constitutes incite-

ment to cause harm, in the sense that it violates dignity and

places the constitutional right to security of Indians at risk.”

However, the complaint against Ukhozi FM was not upheld,

“since the song was broadcast to inform the debate and con-

tent of a bona fide current affairs programme.”  The BCCSA

argued that, “the informative nature of the programme

negated the possible inflammatory nature of the song. It was

in the public interest that listeners were informed of the con-

tent of the song so that there could be discussion.”

Debates about how media handle stories about members

of racial, ethnic or religious groups are not limited to South

Africa. In Europe, many stories about members of the Roma

community play on stereotypes of the people once known as

gypsies as a thieving and vengeful community. Training pro-

grams aim to encourage the media to stop using lurid head-

lines and salacious details to spur fear and hatred of the com-

munity, and many media outlets have begun hiring Roma

journalists in an effort to improve coverage of the ethnic

group.

In Istanbul, Turkey, where organized crime rings have

forcibly brought many women from the former Soviet Union

to work as prostitutes, one newspaper instituted a policy to

prohibit the widespread use of the word “Natasha”—which

had become a euphemism for “prostitute”—to refer to

Russian or Slavic women.

In Brazil, darker-skinned journalists have called into

question the country’s reputation as a happily multicultural,

“color-blind” society. These journalists have said that in their

country, as in the United States and other countries where

slavery was once practiced, coverage of people descended

from Africans is either nonexistent or full of damaging

stereotypes. One reporter for a major daily in Rio de Janeiro,

Brazil’s second-largest city, said she was the only reporter “of

color” in her newsroom and that there is almost no discus-

sion of diversity.

Few countries are so homogenous that they can avoid

wrestling with how they cover minority communities and

whether their newsrooms are reflective of their societies.

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility
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� Questions for Discussion

1. Do you agree with the BCCSA’s judgment?

2. Do you think Ukhozi FM could have done the same show

without playing the song?  What alternatives were there?

3. Is the role of the media to simply mirror or give voice to

society’s opinions and language, even if they are harmful

to ethnic minorities, or should the media be leaders in

promoting constructive dialogue and solutions?

4. How should “hate speech” be regulated, or should it be

regulated at all? Should official bodies like the BCCSA

have the authority to issue rulings controlling the pub-

lishing or broadcasting of hate speech? If so, should their

rulings be merely opinions or should they be able to

impose punishments?

5. What’s the line between reporting something and simply

repeating or furthering an individual’s or group’s message

and agenda?  How can journalists avoid being used to

spread a hateful message to a wider audience?

6. In the United States, a debate has raged over the use of

the word “nigger” in the media. The word is so offensive

to many Americans that even using it as part of a quote in

a discussion about race is often considered inappropriate.

Some journalists argue, however, that someone’s quote

should not be sanitized to be less offensive—the quote

should fully reveal the speaker’s shocking comments. How

do you feel the media should handle these decisions?  

7. What are the ethnic or religious minorities in your coun-

try? Does your media organization have a policy about

the kind of language that can be used to refer to members

of those groups? Does your organization include members

of those groups? Are they brought into discussions of

potentially controversial stories?

8. When should race or ethnicity be used as an identifier in

a story? If you’re doing a crime story about a woman who

was murdered, is it appropriate to identify the race/ethnic-

ity of the killer? What if the killer is still at large and you

are listing characteristics in order to identify the fugitive?

What if race is one of the few known characteristics of the

fugitive—is it useful and appropriate then to publicize it?

For example, does the description “a middle-aged black

man” help the public identify a fugitive? Or is it so vague

that it simply casts suspicion on an entire segment of the

population?

9. What if you are writing a story about racial tensions in

your city—is it appropriate then to identify the race of

activists or participants in the debate?  Does your news

organization have a policy on when race or ethnicity can

be used as an identifier?

Case Study

Poland: Reporting on Crime Victims
Preston Smith is still haunted by the case of the young

Romanian woman who likely paid a price he will never know

for giving him her story.

The editor of the magazine Poland Monthly, Smith has

traveled throughout Eastern Europe for two years reporting

on the growing problem of trafficking in women and chil-

dren. There, as in many other parts of the world, organized

crime rings lure young women from their hometowns with

the promise of a good job in a more developed country. Their

passports and all their money are taken, and they are forced

to work as prostitutes in a strange country, kept in miserable

conditions and threatened with violence if they try to escape

or tell anyone about their situation. 

In order to report on the sensitive subject, Smith needs

to talk to the victims themselves. He also contends that he

needs to misrepresent himself to the women and their han-

dlers; at least initially, he must pretend to be a client.

In many cases, merely talking to the victims as a reporter

puts their lives in danger, as well as his own. Smith has

learned several lessons, some at the expense of women who

have talked to him.

He remembers one case in particular. He was working on

a report, posing as a client in an effort to interview victims.

He found himself alone in a dingy brothel room with two
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Romanian women, while a bouncer sat just outside the door,

listening. The women started to kiss him, believing him to be

a Westerner looking for sex. All three disrobed, Smith believ-

ing that if the bouncer outside looked in and saw the three

clothed, he would get suspicious.

Smith told the women (both of whom spoke English)

that he had a secret to tell them, but that they must not tell

anyone. He told them that he was a reporter and that he

wanted to tell their stories, without identifying them. Telling

their stories, he said, might help other young women avoid

their fate.

One of the women told him that she wanted his help in

getting out of her situation. The other said she, too, wanted

help, Smith said, but he noticed that “she was acting

strange.” 

Smith interviewed the women and stayed with them

long enough that those outside would believe they had had

sex. He left the room and spoke to the men outside as if he

had just had a great experience. A middleman (the one who

arranged for Smith to meet the prostitutes) drove him and

the two women back to the bar where they had all met.

On the way, the second woman told the middleman that

Smith was a reporter. Smith, who understands many Eastern

European languages, understood what she said. He heard the

middleman talking on a cell phone to others and realized

that he was in great danger. At the first opportunity, he

jumped out of the car.

Smith managed to find another reporter he was working

with, and the two spent the night hiding in a rented room.

They got out of town the next day.

But Smith has no idea what happened to the two

women. He fears that they might have been punished, espe-

cially the one who didn’t tell her captors he was a reporter.

“As someone who had lived in Central Europe for many

years, knew languages fluently and was very familiar with

this problem, I believed that I was prepared for this story,”

Smith said. “I was wrong and now I have to live with the fact

that a girl was at least beaten, thanks to me.”

Smith said he learned several lessons from the experience

and from others he has had covering the issue. First, he

would never again attempt to interview two women at once.

He now knows that one of them might well “inform” on the

other one. He said it’s important to act as much like a real

client as possible. That means working quickly, not hanging

around asking a lot of questions before attempting to be

alone with a victim.

“You need to be a John,” Smith said, using the English

term for a client of prostitutes. “Act like a John.”

Does that mean going so far as to sleep with the women

he is interviewing? No, Smith said. First, he believes it’s not

necessary to actually have sex to convince the people outside

the door that he’s an ordinary client. And second, he believes

it’s wrong.

“You cannot have sex with her,” he said. “That violates

everything you are trying to do. You become part of the

problem.”

Smith is adamant that victims of trafficking should never

be identified by name, and he would never publish a photo

of a victim in which she could be identified. Like any jour-

nalist, he prefers to identify his sources clearly, but this is one

situation in which anonymity is justified, he said.

One of the most difficult questions Smith has faced is

whether to help a woman get out of her situation if she asks

for help. Doing so is tempting, he said, but extremely risky

both to the reporter and to the victim. When a woman asks

him for help, Smith promises to tell trustworthy authorities

(usually an international organization, not local police) her

name, location and predicament.

“In general, I believe rescue efforts should be left to

police, but I now know of two cases in Poland and one case

in Macedonia where “Johns” pulled out women by using

their wits,” Smith said. “This is very, very risky, however, and

you have absolutely crossed the line where journalism stops,

and you have become too close to the story.”

Smith admits that any attempt to interview victims while

doing a story about trafficking is risky. But he believes that

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility
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his readers need to know about the scourge of trafficking,

and the only way to make them care enough to do some-

thing about it is to tell the stories of the victims. He intends

to continue covering the issue and talking to victims—but

more carefully than he did in the case described above.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Was Smith wrong to try to interview victims of trafficking

while posing as a client? Was there any other way that he

could have gotten their stories? Could Smith have told

the story without talking to a victim? What would his

story have lost in that case?

2. How far can a reporter go in a case like this? Would it be

acceptable for a reporter to have sex with a woman who is

a victim of trafficking in order to fool her captors into

believing he is just an ordinary client? Was it acceptable

for Smith to disrobe while interviewing the victims?

3. Is it ever right for a journalist to put someone’s life at risk

in order to report a story that may help keep other people

from being put into similar situations?

4. In general, journalists should identify the sources in their

story as fully as possible so that readers, listeners or view-

ers can be certain that the people are real and so that they

can better judge the truth of what the sources are saying.

But in the case of crime victims, is it acceptable to with-

hold the identities of the victims? Should it be the choice

of the victim? What about a sex worker who is not the

victim of a crime but is simply trying to earn a living —

should a reporter withhold her identity?

5. How should a reporter handle situations in which he or

she encounters someone in danger? Does he or she have 

a responsibility to try to get that person out of danger, 

or should he or she simply act as a reporter, alerting the

public to the fact that people are in danger?

6. If a reporter “crosses a line” and tries to help a victim of a

crime, can he or she still report the story objectively?

Must the reporter reveal to readers or viewers the role that

he or she played in helping the subject of the story? 

7. A common ethical quandary that is posed to journalism

students is the case of the reporter or photographer who

comes across an accident scene. Must the journalist drop

his or her notebook or camera and help the victims, or is

it acceptable for a journalist to continue reporting or

shooting photos? Why?

Case Study

El Salvador: The Sins of the Fathers
The children orphaned during El Salvador’s long civil war lost

far more than their parents, killed by the military for being

leftist rebels, for sympathizing with them or simply for being

in the wrong place at the wrong time. In many cases, those

children also lost their names and their identities.

Military officials took the children of the people they

killed and sold them for adoption in the United States and

Europe. In some cases, the military leaders themselves adopt-

ed the children they had orphaned.

Many years after the war ended, journalist Orsy Campos

Rivas had the evidence of what happened. He was left with a

wrenching dilemma. Should he reveal the names of those

military leaders and the children they adopted, forever

changing the lives of youngsters who had no idea of their

real origin? Or should he protect the identities of the victims,

allowing the sins of their adoptive parents to go unrevealed

and unpunished?

Campos Rivas worked for the magazine Hablemos (Let’s

Talk), a publication of the newspaper El Diario de Hoy. He had

all the facts he needed, supplied by a Catholic priest who

directed an organization that sought to reunite children

Preston Smith is still haunted by 
the case of the young Romanian
woman who likely paid a price 
he will never know for giving him
her story.
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snatched during the war with their biological families. The

priest’s organization had documented thousands of orphaned

children who were given false papers so they could be adopt-

ed abroad, and many others who were adopted by military

leaders who never told the children where they came from.

Campos Rivas and his editors wrestled with the dilemma.

For all they knew, the children were living happy lives with

their adoptive parents. To reveal their origins would undoubt-

edly roil the families and could even lead to disastrous conse-

quences. But to not publish the story—or to publish it with-

out names—would mean that the military leaders probably

would never be punished for their crimes. And didn’t the

children have a right to know their true identities? Didn’t

their biological families have a right to know what happened

to them? Another consideration was that, as any journalist

knows, a story like this would lose much of its impact if it

did not show the faces and tell the stories of the children

affected.

Campos Rivas’ source, the Catholic priest, wanted him to

do the story but without naming names. The priest’s organi-

zation could go on quietly informing the adopted children of

their true origins. In the end, the newspaper’s editor, Yolanda

Menjicar, decided to do as the priest requested, “in the spirit

of national reconciliation.”

But the journalist himself still isn’t sure that was the

right decision.

“I still feel the same dilemma,” Campos Rivas said five

years after the story ran. “Sometimes I think publishing the

names would have helped bring about re-encounters [of

wrongly adopted children with their biological families.] Or

maybe it would have opened social wounds and done great

damage.”

The priest’s organization continues working to reunite

the young men and women, in El Salvador and abroad, with

their birth families.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Should Campos Rivas have published the story? Should

he have named the military leaders who adopted the chil-

dren? Should he have named the children? 

2. Should Campos Rivas have tried to interview the military

leaders? Should he have tried to interview the children?

Does it matter how old the children were? How old would

they have to be before you would think it was acceptable

to interview them?

3. List all of the “stakeholders” in this case—that is, the peo-

ple who would be affected by the decisions Campos Rivas

and his colleagues made. What are the consequences of

publication (using the names) for each of the interested

parties? What are the consequences of not publishing?

4. If the journalists published the story without the names

and faces of victims, readers would be less likely to care

about the story—and perhaps less likely to believe it was

true. Is that a justification for using the names and faces

of the victims? 

5. Not publishing the story—or publishing it without

names—might mean that the military leaders who took

the children would never be punished. Is that a legitimate

reason to use names? 

6. The priest who helped the journalists get the story wanted

them to publish without using names. Would you honor

that request simply because you couldn’t have done the

story without the priest’s help?

7. Does your media organization have guidelines on using

the names and faces of children? What about guidelines

for using names and faces of crime victims? If so, what

would the guidelines say about this case? If not, what

guidelines (if any) do you think your organization should

have?

Case Studies: Freedom and Responsibility
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Journalists’ first duty is to seek truth and report it com-

pletely and fairly. This is a rigorous journalistic standard:

the journalist must decide honestly and ethically whether the

facts he or she has gathered amount to a fair and accurate

picture of reality or, to the contrary, will mislead, distort and

perhaps unfairly malign those about whom he or she reports. 

These are sometimes the toughest judgments journalists

must make. The values of accuracy and fairness define the

precise intersection where journalistic ethics meets the pro-

fessional standards that guide a reporter’s day-to-day work.

The range of issues includes judging the reliability of sources,

confirming facts, use of deceptive methods and decisions on

deadline. 

In addition, journalists must scrutinize their own “vested

interest”: the understandable drive shared by nearly every

journalist to break major investigative stories denouncing

wrongdoing by powerful public officials. When such denun-

ciations are grounded in solid reporting, confirmed evidence

and multiple, independent sources, and presented without

foregone conclusions or bias, the result is journalism’s 

highest art. 

However, when stories are presented as “investigations”

but actually are based on a single source, rumors or repeti-

tions of unconfirmed charges by anonymous, self-interested

accusers, the result is sloppy journalism—journalism that has

earned a new name, “Denunciology.” 

These are the issues for discussion in the following cases.

Case Study

Argentina: Betrayed by an 
Anonymous Source
For months, rumors had swirled among journalists in Buenos

Aires that senators in the majority party had accepted bribes

from the president’s administration to pass an important

labor law. Maria Fernanda Villosio was covering the Senate

for the daily La Nacion. Like all her competitors, she was try-

ing to nail the story down.

One day, a senator from the majority party unexpectedly

invited her into his office. They began talking about the

rumors, and to Villosio’s surprise, he confirmed the bribes,

explaining who had offered them and how the operation had

taken place. Villosio did not have a tape recorder with her,

but she took careful notes. At the end of the conversation,

she asked whether she could use the information, and the

senator agreed, as long as he was not named.

Villosio published the story, citing an anonymous source

from the majority party. The story caused a firestorm, and

the majority party leaders immediately insisted that no one

Case Studies
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from the party had talked to Villosio. They tried to discredit

her, saying she had invented the source.

One by one, senators from the majority party denied that

they had talked to Villosio. The senator who had talked to

her was under great pressure from his party to join them.

Villosio warned him that if he said he never talked to her,

she would feel free to reveal his name in print.

“I explained to him that I interpret ‘off-the-record’ as a

pact between two parties—the journalist and the source—and

that if one party violates the pact, the other is free from hav-

ing to honor it,” she said. “I wasn’t asking that he publicly

state that everything in the story was true, of course, only

that he not state that it was false. I only asked him to not

comment, which he certainly could do since there were 67

other senators to contradict me.”

But under great pressure from his party, the senator said

that he, too, had not talked to Villosio. With Villosio’s agree-

ment, the paper published a story naming the senator as the

source of the original story.

The political reverberations of Villosio’s decision contin-

ue to be felt in Argentina, and in the journalism community.

Journalists still hotly debate whether Villosio was justified in

breaking the off-the-record agreement because the source

denied having talked to her.

“If something similar were to happen to me again,” she

said, “I think that I would do the same thing. I believe that

that was the only weapon I had to defend my professional-

ism, although I recognize that it is not a closed case and that

there are understandable opinions among those who are in

favor and against my position.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. Was Villosio justified in breaking her pact with the 

senator? Why or why not?

2. What are the consequences of a journalist publicly 

revealing the name of a source after the journalist has

agreed to quote the source “off-the-record”? How will

such a decision affect future sources’ willingness to 

provide information anonymously?

3. Villosio believed that if she didn’t reveal her source, her

credibility would have been ruined because every senator

from the majority party had denied talking to her. Was

the protection of her reputation a valid reason to name

her source?

4. What does the term “off the record” mean to you? Do

you believe that sources and journalists generally have the

same understanding of the rules of “off the record”?

5. Was there anything Villosio could have done at any stage

in the process—during the interview, in the actual story

or after the story was published—to protect herself from

being “burned” by the source?

6. Villosio did not tape record the interview, which might

have given her an advantage in persuading the source not

to deny having talked to her. What are the advantages of

using a tape recorder? What are the disadvantages?

7. Does your media organization have guidelines regarding

the use of anonymous sources and “off the record” inter-

views? Would those guidelines have helped in this case?

Case Study

Chile: Hidden Cameras
Bribery and extortion are crimes that seldom are conducted

in public, so reporter Mario Aguilera, a reporter for Chile’s

Channel 7, didn’t have any qualms about getting his story by

using a hidden camera. But the story became more compli-

cated, and was argued all the way to the country’s Council

on Ethics. 
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Here is the background: A shoe factory owner tells the

station that a labor inspector is demanding money or she will

turn him in for bogus accounting violations at the factory

and for being an illegal immigrant subject to expulsion.

Reporter Aguilera arranges with the businessman to film and

record him passing the money to the official.

The labor official gets suspicious when the factory owner

tries to pass her the money on a public street. But the conver-

sation is incriminating: “Don’t pay me here,” she protests.

Then she suggests, “No, no, let’s go somewhere and have

something to drink.”  The camera picks up the exchange of

cash.

After the transaction is completed, the reporter follows

the labor official to a restaurant, and with camera rolling,

asks her, “Do you know extortion is a crime?” When she

claims ignorance, he presses with details. “I’m talking about

the 300,000 pesos (about $660 U.S.) you got.” 

The scene is excruciating, the labor official is mortified

and begs the reporter to stop. 

These emotional scenes are the heart of Aguilera’s report

on Channel 7 that evening. 

The reporter had no regrets: “It’s not every day you get a

chance to record an example of corruption like this,” he said. 

But others criticized Channel 7’s journalism and its

ethics in broadcasting the report in the way it did, especially

the ambush interview of the labor official in the restaurant. 

After considerable adverse public reaction and debate in

other news organizations, Channel 7 asked for a ruling

from the Council of Ethics, an independent media watch-

dog supported by media owners. The Council ruled that

Channel 7’s ambush interview had violated the dignity of

the labor official and asserted that the news organization

should have given her a chance to prepare before having to

answer questions on camera. 

Council member Miguel Gonzalez put it this way: “We

didn’t criticize them for using the hidden camera; we criti-

cized them because they then followed this person into a

restaurant; confronted her on camera exposing her to the

public; they didn’t give this person the opportunity to know

the charges against her and get professional help to defend

herself.” 

The case was hotly debated at the ICFJ ethics conference

held in Santiago. Lucia Castellón, dean of the School of

Communications at Diego Portales University, agreed with

the Council’s criticism. “The question is whether or not it was

ethical to hide the camera and then to show this woman’s

reaction….She has a family, children. She had no time to react

and it was on [television] that night,” Castellón said. 

The report was aired on a Friday evening under a dead-

line that even the station admits did not give them enough

time to prepare the story adequately. The former news

director of Channel 7 now admits that the station may

have distracted the audience from the real issue at hand—

bribery—by attacking the labor inspector through the on-air

surprise questioning.

Others argued that filming the labor inspector without

advance notice was justified under the circumstances. She

had allegedly committed a crime only a few minutes before;

she was a public official with public responsibilities; and she

was not entitled to the same degree of protection of privacy

as a private citizen. 

Some journalists believe that the Ethics Councils’ ruling

in the case may have compromised the use of hidden cam-

eras in other—less controversial—circumstances.

New photo to come. 
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� Questions for Discussion

1. Was the story sufficiently important to justify using 

hidden cameras?

2. Were there other ways to get the information?

3. What did the “ambush interview” add to the story?  

Was it fair?

4. Discuss the decision of the Ethics Council: What is the

obligation of a news organization to people covered in its

stories? Is a news organization bound by any rules, such

as those governing law enforcement officials, that allow

an accused to know the charges and to obtain legal 

counsel before being questioned?

5. Were the labor official’s sex and family status germane to

the ethics of this case?

6. Do you consider this to be a well-done investigation of

corruption? What was missing?

7. Is it ever proper to use deceptive means such as hidden

cameras or tape recorders to get a story? Where do you

draw the line? 

Case Study
Mongolia: The Price of Publishing Rumors
After many decades of strict control by the government, the

media in the once remote nation of Mongolia are enjoying

the first tastes of press freedom. One newspaper recently

learned, with fatal consequences, the importance of exercis-

ing that freedom carefully.

Handdolgor had been the editor of the daily newspaper

Ug (The Word) for two years when her paper published a

story in early 2002 about a female border guard suspected of

being infected with the virus that causes AIDS. The story,

which quoted unnamed sources, said that the woman was

spreading the virus along the Russian border by sleeping with

many men, including other soldiers. Although the paper used

only an initial to identify the woman, it was not difficult for

people in the region to figure out who she was because there

were few female border guards there.

After the story was published, a team from the national

Office of Combating AIDS and Venereal Disease was dis-

patched to the region to perform an AIDS test on the woman

and on men who had slept with her. Two separate analyses

determined that the woman was not infected with the AIDS

virus. Ug promptly published a correction on the front page.

“As a free media, we are ready and obliged to publish an

Apology Statement for our wrongdoings ourselves because we

think it is one of the ethical principles of the free media,”

Handdolgor said in the correction. (Like many Mongolians,

she uses only one name.)

But the correction did not help the woman who was

unjustly accused. Her lover beat her to death shortly after the

correction ran, believing that she had infected him with the

AIDS virus. He either had not read the correction or didn’t

believe it.

Handdolgor was charged with libel, a criminal offense in

Mongolia. Amid a great public outcry after the border guard’s

death, the court sentenced Handdolgor to one year in prison.

Her boss believes that the court issued a harsh sentence

because of public pressure and as a means of asserting control

over the media.

“Judges were anxious to punish Handdolgor without

considering many facts related to the case,” said Ganbaatar,

the owner of the newspaper. “They satisfied all the com-

plaints 100 percent without considering that Ug published an

apology and Handdolgor behaved well.” 

The judges also might have been especially harsh with

Handdolgor because she refused to reveal the original sources

of the story.

“I’d rather to give up my job than to confess whom our

journalists find investigative information from,” she had said

after her first court appearance. “If we begin confessing our

sources, who will trust us? Who will dare to reveal wrongdo-

ings to the public if there is no trust in journalists?”

The Liberty Center, a non-governmental organization in

Mongolia that is devoted to defending democracy, is working

to get Handdolgor released from prison. The center argues

Case Studies: Accuracy and Fairness
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that the newspaper’s prompt and full apology should have

spared her any punishment, and that punishing libel crimi-

nally will cause journalists to fear investigating wrongdoing

by government officials.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Did Handdolgor and her newspaper take adequate steps to

ensure that the information was correct before publishing

it? How could they have avoided making the mistake that

led to the border guard’s death? 

2. If it had been true that the border guard was infected with

the AIDS virus, would the newspaper have been justified

in publishing the story? Did the border guard have a right

to privacy concerning intimate details about her life, or

was there sufficient public interest in the case to justify

violating her right to privacy?

3. Should the newspaper have taken more steps to ensure

that the border guard could not be identified? What could

it have done to protect her identity?

4. Should the newspaper have attempted to contact the bor-

der guard to get her side of the story before printing the

article? How might that have prevented the newspaper

from making such a mistake?

5. Was the newspaper sufficiently careful in using anony-

mous sources in the story? What motivations might those

sources have had in getting the newspaper to publish false

information about the border guard? What steps can the

media take to ensure that information that comes from

anonymous sources is correct before publishing or broad-

casting it?

6. Once the information was determined to be incorrect,

should Handdolgor have revealed the newspaper’s sources

to the court? Why might it be important for journalists to

protect the identity of anonymous sources even when

they have provided false information?

7. Should the front-page apology published by Ug be enough

to prevent Handdolgor from being convicted of libel? Was

it fair to punish her with a prison sentence? What is the

danger in punishing the act of libel with prison sen-

tences?

Case Study
Colombia: Digital Manipulation of Photos
During recent elections in Colombia, the editors of the maga-

zine Cambio wanted to do a story about how armed guerillas

in the FARC revolutionary movement were standing guard at

polling places in rebel-controlled areas. Sources told the mag-

azine that guerrillas were trying to intimidate citizens not to

vote in the elections. A low voter turnout in those areas

would prove the FARC’s power.

The editors had a good story—lots of sources, including

eyewitnesses who reported seeing armed guerrillas at polling

places. But they didn’t have photos to illustrate the story.

So they created the photos.

The magazine took a photo of a soldier guarding a ballot

box in a town plaza and made several subtle changes, using

digital manipulation. First, technicians removed the insignia

that identified the man as an Army soldier. Second, they

added a shoulder patch associated with the FARC to the sol-

dier’s camouflage uniform. Finally, they removed the soldier’s

Army cap and replaced it with a peasant’s cap. It was virtually

impossible for a reader to detect the changes. (See before and

after illustrations on page 34.)

The magazine didn’t stop there. For the second manipu-

lation, the technicians started with a photo of a ballot box in

an empty plaza, a lazy dog sleeping beneath it. Then they

found a photo of two armed guerrillas, one man and one

“I’d rather to give up my job than 
to confess whom our journalists 
find investigative information from.
... If we begin confessing our 
sources, who will trust us? Who 
will dare to reveal wrongdoings?...”

-1 line this column

— Handdolgor
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woman, in the jungle. They superimposed the two guerrillas

over the scene of the ballot box in the empty plaza, even

adding shadows behind the guerrillas. (See before and after

illustrations below.)

In the first case, there was no indication at all in the

magazine that the photo had been manipulated. In the sec-

ond case, a small caption under the photo indicated that it

was a “photo montage.” Other than that, there were no other

captions explaining what the pictures showed.

Marta Ruiz, who directs the Antonio Nariño Foundation

in Colombia, which assists journalists in peril, said that it is

very common for the media in her country to use deceptive

photos or video images. In addition to digitally manipulating

photos, she said, publications or television stations will often

“stage” photo or video shots. 

For example, she knows of cases in which a photogra-

pher or TV cameraman arrived at the scene of a battle or

civilian massacre after the bodies had already been removed.

The photographers told living people to lie down where the

bodies were, covered them up with sheets and took pictures,

Case Studies: Accuracy and Fairness

These two unrelated photos were combined digitally to make it appear that
guerrillas were guarding the ballot box. Note the shadows added behind them.

This photo of an Army soldier at a polling place digitally was altered to
make the soldier to appear to be a guerrilla. His hat was changed, his

watch removed and a patch was added to his shoulder.
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she said. Readers or viewers were given no indication that the

bodies were not the actual victims. The media justified the

images by saying that the fake bodies were placed exactly

where the real ones were, so no false information was given

to the readers or viewers.

In other cases, Ruiz said, photographers and video crews

ask newsmakers to re-enact events for the cameras because

they missed the event as it actually happened.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Was Cambio justified in manipulating the photos? Does it

matter that the manipulation was used to illustrate a story

that included reliable sources saying that what was shown

in the manipulated photos really was happening?

2. The magazine indicated that one of the manipulated pho-

tos was a “photo montage.” Does that justify using the

photo? Do most readers understand what a photo mon-

tage is? Could the magazine have done anything else to

inform readers what it did?

3. Is it ever right to manipulate photos digitally? Does it

matter what kind of stories they are illustrating? (For

example, is it acceptable to do things in feature stories

that are not acceptable in news stories?) Does it matter if

the reader is informed that the photo was changed? If so,

how should the reader be informed?

4. During the 2003 war in Iraq, a photographer for the Los

Angeles Times took several photos of a British soldier

guarding a group of Iraqis. One photo showed the soldier

dramatically holding out his hand to the crowd in a ges-

ture of control. Another photo showed a man in the

crowd rising up, holding a baby. The photographer com-

bined the two shots into one aesthetically pleasing photo.

When editors found out that they had published an

altered photo (after being shown that some people in the

background were repeated in the photo), they fired the

photographer. Was that proper?

5. Is it acceptable to “stage” or recreate a camera or video

shot? Is the answer different if what is shown in the

“staged” image never actually happened or if it really did

happen, but not while the photographer was present?

Should readers or viewers be informed that the image is a

recreation?

6. Imagine that you are a photographer taking pictures at a

festival where two opposing candidates are campaigning.

Although they dislike each other vehemently, the two

candidates reluctantly shake hands when they see each

other at the festival. But you missed the shot. Would you

ask the candidates to shake hands again for your camera?

7. What effect does altering or “staging” images have on the

credibility of the media in the eyes of the public? 

8. Does your media organization have guidelines on altering

or staging photo or video images? Do you think it should

have a policy, and if so, what should it say?

Case Study
India: Reporters as Pimps and Blackmailers
The Tehelka Investigation Team (nicknamed TIT) began its

undercover investigation into defense purchases with a sim-

ple game plan:  “Enter at the lowest level of the food chain

and work your way up the ladder of graft.”

Tehelka.com was the best-known Internet news site in

India. With a staff of more than 100 journalists, the site post-

ed several dozen new stories each day. The word “tehelka”

means buzz or commotion, and the website certainly pro-

vided that, with a reputation for gritty, sensational stories.

Several earlier exposés had been accomplished by reporters

working undercover.

But no story had the impact of this one.

TIT reporters Aniruddha Bahal and Matthew Samuel por-

trayed themselves as representatives of a fictitious arms-man-

ufacturing company, West End International. They wanted to

sell equally nonexistent “fourth generation hand-held ther-

mal cameras” to the military.

Over a period of seven months, Bahal and Samuel

worked their way through a web of big and small politicians,

defense department operatives and middlemen to bring their
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fictitious product to the attention of those responsible for

buying military equipment. Along the way, they bought

information, influence, introductions and access to the right

players. They paid small cash bribes of up to several thousand

dollars each to more than 30 people. They promised larger

payments but never delivered. They gave gold necklaces as

gifts. They entertained their subjects at posh hotels. They

provided prostitutes. And all the while a hidden “spy cam”

was recording the transactions.

When the appropriate general finally issued an official

letter authorizing field trials of West End’s thermal cameras,

the reporters had what they needed to prove the extent of

corruption in military procurement. More than 100 hours of

videotape were edited into a four-hour documentary that was

aired on a cooperating television station. A transcript of the

documentary was posted on Tehelka.com, and the website

reported page hits of a million per day immediately after the

story was posted.

The story brought immediate results. The Defense

Minister and several high officials of the ruling political party

resigned. The military was tainted at its highest echelons. For

a while, the story was the talk of India.

More than two years later, it remains a hot topic among

political forces and journalists. Journalists debate the ethics of

the methods used to get the story. But the government has

launched major investigations and lawsuits involving every

aspect of Tehelka.com, its practices and its investors. The por-

tal’s funding has dried up. Its offices are closed.  Financial

supporters have been jailed. Only a few staffers remain, and

they are not paid regularly. 

Tarun J. Teipal, Tehelka’s Chief Executive Officer, defends

Operation West End as “the ultimate indictment of Indian

governance and ethics.” But he also laments that the website

itself was the only real casualty of the exposé.

Case Study
Kosovo: Getting Past “No”
Ever since the Kosovo war ended in 1999, Berat Buzhala—

and many other journalists in the semi-independent Balkan

republic—wanted to get into the Dubrava Prison. Serbian

police had massacred more than 100 prisoners there after a

NATO bombing. A reporter for Zeri newspaper, Buzhala want-

ed to talk to inmates and find out what the prison was like

now. But every time he asked for permission to visit, he was

rejected.

In February 2003, he got his chance to visit the prison—

but it wasn’t as a journalist. Buzhala was a graduate of the

University of Prishtina Law School, and, in addition to

reporting for Zeri, he was working as an apprentice to a

lawyer. The Kosovo Chamber of Lawyers held a series of

workshops and training sessions that included a visit to

Dubrava Prison.

The program coordinator and the other apprentices knew

that Buzhala was also a journalist, but no one inside the

prison did. The group interviewed the director of the prison,

then talked with guards and prisoners inside their cells.

Buzhala asked lots of questions about conditions in the

prison and the relationship between the guards and inmates.

After he got back to the newsroom, he wrote down his

Case Studies: Accuracy and Fairness
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impressions, not at all sure he would write a story.

“I let my bosses know of my reservations as to whether

writing about the prison would be ethical at all, since I would

be abusing my internship,” Buzhala said. “However, there

would be no other way I would have been able to write about

the prison.”

After a long discussion, Buzhala and his editors decided

that he would write a story. He left out some important infor-

mation he would have liked to include. For example, he did

not report that some guards—not knowing he was a journal-

ist—told him that several very dangerous prisoners had man-

aged to escape, information that perhaps the public had a

right to know. He didn’t want to endanger their jobs.

But he did include other quotes from guards and prison-

ers, none of whom knew they were talking to a journalist.

The quotes from guards included their complaints about a

“lack of authority” with the prisoners, who did not seem to

fear the guards. His story vividly described prison life and

compared it to the much worse conditions in a shelter for

refugees in a nearby town.

Buzhala said his story was very well received, being the

only account available from inside the prison walls. It was

not well received, however, by the prison director, who

lodged a complaint with the Kosovo Chamber of Lawyers. He

said the group was responsible for “revelation of facts which

should not have been made public.” 

The lawyers’ group “had no choice but to sue me,”

Buzhala said. “My editors have supported me staunchly so

far. It remains to be seen how the court proceedings will go.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. Should Buzhala have written the story given that he

never identified himself as a journalist? Do you agree or

disagree with his argument that this was the only way to

get the story, and that providing the story was important

enough to overcome the ethical problems in the way

that he got it?

2. If you were Buzhala, would you have told the prison

director that you were a journalist? Would your answer be

the same if you knew the prison director would not have

let you in if he had known you were a journalist? If you

were Buzhala, would you have told the guards and

inmates that you interviewed that you were a journalist?

Would your answer be the same if you knew they wouldn’t

have talked to you as honestly if they had known you

were a journalist?

3. Would you have published the statements by the guards

that several dangerous inmates had escaped? Did the pub-

lic have a right to know that? Would you be concerned

that the guards might lose their jobs if you reported that?

4. What are the consequences of Buzhala’s decisions for him-

self? For other journalists? For the people he interviewed?

For the public?

5. Is it ever right for a journalist to conduct an interview

without the subject knowing that he or she is talking to a

journalist? Is there a difference between not identifying

yourself a journalist (which is what Buzhala did) and actu-

ally pretending to be someone other than a journalist in

order to get access or information?

6. Imagine that you are trying to get an interview with a riot

victim in the hospital. Would you pretend to be a family

member in order to get into the victim’s room? Would

you pretend to be a hospital worker?

7. What effect do deceptive tactics have on sources’ willing-

ness to trust journalists? What effect do they have on the

media’s credibility with the public?

“I let my bosses know of my 
reservations as to whether writing
about the prison would be ethical 
at all, since I would be abusing my
internship... however, there would 
be no other way I would have been
able to write about the prison.” 

— Berat Buzhala
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Journalism makes uncompromising demands on its practi-

tioners. It asks us, as a professional skill, to put aside our

own opinions and interests and instead to pursue the truth

on behalf of readers and society; it asks us to abandon any

personal agenda and to write based on facts and reporting,

even if that runs counter to our own favorite causes. 

Journalism independence demands that we avoid con-

flicts of interest and even the appearance of a conflict of

interest, especially those that involve economic benefit for

ourselves or our news organization. It is a standard that con-

fronts the reality that in much of the world, journalists’

salaries are at the lowest tier of the struggling middle class. 

Unfortunately, it is a standard that is very often respected

in the breach, a norm that exemplifies the phrase, “I submit

to the rule, but I don’t obey it.”

In the ideal world, journalism should be free of any

motive other than informing the public. It should never be

motivated by a desire to curry favor with an advertiser,

advance a political interest or aid a separate economic inter-

est of the journalist or the media organization. 

The range of issues encompassed by the journalistic value

of independence includes conflict of interest; moonlighting

(supplementing a journalist’s salary with a second job that

places in question the journalist’s motives); accepting gifts,

favors or bribes; and maintaining our journalistic integrity

even against the economic or political whims of media own-

ers. The first case involves the practice of moonlighting, per-

haps the most common ethical dilemma in journalism

throughout the world.

Case Study
Panama: Public Relations Expert by Day,
Reporter by Night
In Panama City, everyone knows Joaquin Maizon. He’s been

a reporter for 25 years. He’s on the air almost every night as

Channel 2’s versatile general assignment reporter, covering

everything from bar fights to politics to education. He’s also

the kind of reporter who knows everyone, who gets the

interview with an almost imperceptible signal across a

crowded room, who gets the job done. 

But he has a day job, too. He writes news releases and

produces television spots for the Education Ministry.

Sometimes he promotes an education story to other reporters

during the day, then is in a position to do a piece about that

same story as a reporter at night. 

By all accounts, he is good at both jobs.

No one denies it is a conflict of interest, but it is one

Maizon and his respective government and television

employers are willing to live with. He isn’t comfortable 

with some of the compromises he has had to make, but he

justifies the situation as a fact of life: He earns only $600 a

month as a reporter, and that isn’t enough to make ends

meet.

But he has plenty of company in his ethical dilemma. “I

think a journalist should have only one job,” he says. “But

unfortunately in this country the vast majority of journalists,

including me, have two jobs.” 

In other words, said Maizon, “I submit to the rule. But I

don’t obey it.”

Case Studies

Independence
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� Questions for Discussion

1. Is it ever acceptable for journalists to hold second jobs?

2. What potential problems are created when a journalist

takes a second job?

3. Are there jobs a journalist can take that do not create a

conflict of interest?

4. Should the salary level of journalists affect their commit-

ment to ethics?

5. Discuss further the issue of journalists’ pay: Is it an excuse

for entering into a conflict of interest, such as working as

a promoter of education ministry stories during the day

and reporting on those stories at night? What responsibili-

ty for the conflict is shared by the employer who not only

pays a low salary but turns a blind eye to a reporter’s

activities that are in overt conflict with basic ethics?

6. Discuss the ethics of other examples with ample gray

areas: letting a source buy you dinner; accepting free air-

plane tickets to cover a story involving the same institu-

tion that paid your way; serving as an unpaid political

adviser to a candidate for office; receiving a lucrative pay-

ment for a speech to a business group which you cover as

part of your beat; going to a New Year’s party with free

food and drink, sponsored by an organization you cover;

participating in a protest march or demonstration, or even

joining a political party, when you cover politics.

7. Use the example of Joaquin Maizon to discuss the differ-

ence, if any, between professional ethics and personal

morality.

8. Does your news organization have policies or guidelines

on working a second job? What about accepting money

from people you cover or might someday cover? Should

your news organization have such policies, and if so,

what should they say?

Case Study
Macedonia: Conflict Coverage —
To Report or Not to Report
It was summer 2001, and the conflict that had already

engulfed much of the Balkans was dangerously close to

exploding in Macedonia. Battles between the Macedonian

Army and police on one side and the Albanian rebels on the

other were escalating and moving closer to the capital,

Skopje.

Mile Bosnjakovski was then a reporter with Channel 5 in

Skopje. On a sweltering hot day in July, he was trying to get

to the front line in Kumanovo in an old Russian Lada with a

broken heater that could not be turned off. With him were a

driver, a camera operator, a British journalist working in

Macedonia and an interpreter. The group was passing

through the peaceful village of Aracinovo, just a few kilome-

ters from Skopje.

At the checkpoint toward Kumanovo, Bosnjakovski and

his companions were turned away, told to return to Skopje.

They drove back through Aracinovo, but before they reached

the capital, they decided to turn around, hoping that when

the shift changed at the checkpoint, a more sympathetic

guard might let them through. It was then that Bosnjakovski

spotted them down a side street: three Albanian civilians

with automatic weapons. He knew right away that the war

had come to Aracinovo, on the doorstep of the capital—a big

story.

Bosnjakovski’s first thoughts were a mix of a journalist’s

instinct to report and a civilian’s instinct to get away from

danger. He told his camera operator to start filming from the

car while he told the driver to get out of town as quickly as

possible. When the others realized what Bosnjakovski had

seen, they all started yelling excitedly at each other in
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Macedonian, leaving the British journalist mystified about

what was causing the commotion. 

“On our way back to the TV station, I realized that I have

an excellent story for the news, but I also realized that we

were on the edge of an ice coast,” Bosnjakovksi said. Would

reporting about the insurgents cause them to take action?

How would Macedonians in Aracinovo and Skopje react

when they heard that armed Albanian separatists were in

their midst? What would happen to the Albanian communi-

ty in Aracinovo? Could reporting what he saw ignite conflict

in Aracinovo, or even in Skopje?

When the sputtering Lada was safely out of Aracinovo,

Bosnjakovski explained to the British journalist, Ben Cohen,

what he had seen. Cohen agreed it was right to leave, but

asked what Bosnjakovski intended to do next. The

Macedonian’s first instinct was to tell the military authorities

what he had seen, but Cohen disagreed; to do so, he said,

would be to take sides in the conflict, which is not a journal-

ist’s role. Bosnjakovski asked his friend if his answer would be

the same if he were in a suburb outside London and saw a

group of IRA terrorists with automatic weapons. Cohen

agreed that his answer might be different.

“As a citizen of the Republic of Macedonia, I should

report the situation to the authorities,” Bosnjakovski

thought. “On the other hand, as a professional journalist, I

must make a story. At that moment, I drew a line to my

ambition as a journalist. I decided not to make a story and

approach a person from the Ministry of Interior that I know

well. His answer was, ‘It’s OK, Mile, we know that the

Albanian terrorists are in the village.’ Is his answer another

issue for an investigative journalism? Probably, yes.

Nevertheless, it is a completely different story.”

Bosnjakovski never reported his exclusive. Within two

weeks, fighting broke out in the streets of Aracinovo. Army

tanks, helicopters and artillery moved in. Fortunately,

Bosnjakovski said, there were no civilian casualties.

Bosnjakovski reported many stories from Aracinovo after

the violence broke out. He continues to ask himself whether

he did the right thing in not reporting the story when he was

the only journalist who knew about it. “Sometimes I ask

myself whether I would have reacted differently if I were a

war correspondent in the same situation but in a foreign

country,” he said. “Would the possibility of civilian victims

keep me away from a top story? I simply do not know the

answer. If you want a hypothetical answer I would probably

say yes, I would do the story and after that I will live with

the consequences, whatever they would be. Nevertheless, this

is just a hypothetical answer to a hypothetical question.

Being faced with a real situation is a completely different

thing. 

“There are things that I have made clear to myself. First:

My friend Ben was right when he said that journalists do not

have a nation or country. Journalists are your people and

journalism is your motherland. Second: No one has been

born as a journalist, and it is a long and very hard way to

become a real journalist.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. If you were Bosnjakovski, would you have reported what

you saw in Aracinovo? Do you think your answer would

be different if you saw the same thing in your own coun-

try, near the city where you live?

2. Should Bosnjakovski have informed authorities about

what he saw in Aracinovo? By telling officials what he

saw, did Bosnjakovski convert himself from a journalist

into an agent of the government? By doing so, did he

take sides in the conflict?

3. Should journalists take their nationalities into account

when they report in conflict situations? Should they

report information or withhold information based on

how doing so will affect their countries’ troops in con-

flict? Should they take their ethnicities into account?

4. Are reporting standards different for local journalists cov-

ering a conflict than for foreign correspondents covering

the same conflict?
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5. Should journalists consider the effect of their reporting on

innocent people, as Bosnjakovski did? Is the journalist’s

role simply to report the truth without regard to the con-

sequences, or is it to act as a filter to the public, reporting

and withholding information in the hope of promoting

peace or well-being?

6. Were there any potential negative effects to Bosnjakovski’s

decision not to report what he knew? Did the people of

Aracinovo and Skopje have a right to know that there

were armed rebels in their midst? Or was Bosnjakovski

right in thinking that informing them of this fact would

cause violence to break out?

7. Are journalists always journalists first, and citizens 

second?

Case Study
Kenya: When the Source Pays the Bill
John Oywa has learned that standards of ethics are often 

different in smaller cities than in big capitals. Oywa is a cor-

respondent for one of the country’s largest newspapers in 

the western city of Kisumu. Journalists in that city are poorly

paid and have no transportation or expense accounts, as

their colleagues in Nairobi might. To get to the story, journal-

ists in Kisumu often have to depend on the source.

Though he recognizes the ethical conflict of interest,

Oywa has frequently had no choice but to accept rides from

the people he is covering, often politicians who are looking

for something in return.

“Every time a politician gives you a ride in his car, he or

she expects a positive story,” Oywa said. “I once missed a big

political story after I declined a ‘lift’ from a politician.

Knowing his bully behavior, I opted to travel by bus to the

function, only to arrive after the speeches. I nearly lost my

job.”

Another time, Oywa did accept a ride to an event from a

politician who was to be one of the speakers. Halfway to the

event, the politician was told by one of his aides that Oywa

was friendly with the politician’s opponent and would not

write a positive story. Oywa was ordered out of the car in the

middle of the bush and had to walk five kilometers to a near-

by market center to board a bus.

Free rides are not the only ways that politicians and busi-

nesses manage to put journalists in their debt in Kenya.

Oywa said that politicians often provide their offices, com-

puters and phones to help journalists in remote areas file

their stories. It’s difficult to send a story the politician won’t

like when you are using his equipment and his aides are

peering over your shoulder, Oywa said. But sometimes

reporters have no choice.

Across the world, politicians have numerous strategies to

try to guarantee positive coverage. Sometimes journalists

have to accept the offers in order to write a story. Other

times, the temptation to accept favors or gifts is just too

great. In many parts of the world, “envelope journalism” is

common. Journalists attending a news conference routinely

receive an envelope stuffed with a small amount of cash

along with the press release. 

Journalists usually know that it’s ethically wrong to

accept such bribes, but they are poorly paid and count on

small cash gifts from sources to feed their families. In some

cases, media owners feel justified in paying their journalists

low salaries because they know that all the reporters are sup-

plementing their incomes with bribes.

Other forms of influence are more subtle. Many politi-

cians or businesses provide sumptuous meals to journalists

who attend events, and a journalist who has just eaten the

best meal he’s had in months is unlikely to write something

that might upset his hosts. Many countries have an annual

“Journalists’ Day” when government officials, political parties

and businesses ply journalists with free gifts, from cheap trin-

kets to expensive watches or vacation trips.

One way that many hotels, resorts and airlines ensure

free advertising in the media is to offer journalists all-expens-

es-paid trips to vacation getaways in exchange for a story.

The journalists write glowing reviews of the tourist facilities,
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and the reader or viewer never knows that the hotel or resort

paid for the reporter’s trip—or that average people might not

get such perfect accommodations and service when they visit

the resort.

It is not simply the reporters who are responsible for

these conflicts of interest. Employers who don’t pay their

journalists a living wage or provide such basics as the means

to get to a political event without relying on the politician

for a ride also bear responsibility. 

“Politicians and journalists have learned to co-exist even

as questions are being raised over such relationships,” Oywa

said. “Until the newsrooms equip their bureaus with more

vehicles and communication facilities and pay them well,

journalistic ethics will remain a mirage.”

� Questions for Discussion

1. Should journalists ever accept anything of value from a

source? Where do you draw the line between what is

acceptable and what isn’t?

2. Can journalists accept help from sources—a ride to an

event or a computer and phone to file a story—when

that help is the only way they will be able to cover the

event or send a story? What other alternatives does the

journalist have?

3. In cases where a journalist does accept help from a source,

must that help be disclosed to the reader, listener or 

viewer? How should that information be disclosed?

4. Does the low level of pay reporters generally receive ever

justify taking a bribe from an official? Do standards of

ethics differ between places where reporters are paid well

and those where reporters can’t support a family on their

salaries?

5. Can journalists accept bribes and gifts and still be 

independent? 

6. Who loses when journalists accept such favors? Does the

public generally know which reporters—or which media

—take bribes or gifts and which do not?

7. While cash gifts may obviously be unethical, what about

more subtle forms of influence such as large meals or gifts

handed out on Journalists’ Day?

8. Is it acceptable for journalists to accept free trips to hotels

and resorts, or tickets to entertainment or sporting

events? Is the standard different when the stories are

being written for the travel, entertainment and sports sec-

tions than when stories are being written for the news

sections?

9. What level of responsibility do media owners have for

paying their journalists well enough that they do not

need to accept bribes or gifts? What can journalists do to

force media owners to pay them a living wage?

10. Does your media have written ethical standards that bar

journalists from accepting bribes or gifts? Where do those

standards draw the line between what is acceptable 

and what is not? Does having standards help eliminate

conflicts of interest? When in place, are the standards 

followed?

Case Studies 
Bulgaria and Romania 
According to an old Bulgarian saying, “It is much more diffi-

cult for the poor person to be honest.” 

Journalists in wealthy countries are proud to point out

that there is an absolute division in their newspapers and TV

stations between the news and the business departments.

Decisions about what goes into the newspaper or on the

broadcast, they say, are never determined by who pays the

advertising bills. But in poorer countries without a long 

history of advertising, the “wall” between business and news

isn’t very strong—or isn’t there at all.

Dimitar Shumnaliev, editor of the newspaper Nosten Trud

in Bulgaria, talked about one recent example. A woman

called the paper to complain that a local store was selling

spoiled meat. The store was one of the paper’s largest adver-

tisers. Publishing the story would surely cause the store to

pull its ads.
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“We have to be loyal to both the firm and the reader,”

Shumnaliev said. “Often, ethical values are in competition. I

didn’t publish any information about the spoiled meat,

because we needed the money. But I also called the director

of the store and told him about the spoiled meat. An hour

later, no spoiled meat was on sale. I was loyal to the reader as

well because I did something as an editor-in-chief.”

In neighboring Romania, Jornalul National editor Vlad

Petreanu has faced similar questions. He and other editors

know it’s not right to let a major advertiser determine news

content—but he noted that losing a big contract when adver-

tising money is scarce can mean the difference between sur-

vival and failure. He described the case of a major national

soft drink manufacturer that advertises regularly in his paper

and in most other papers in the country. 

Police discovered that the company had given people at

a public meeting drinks whose expiration date had passed. To

publish or not?

“It wasn’t huge, nobody died, it was just that those prod-

ucts were expired,” Petreanu said. “I think about 30 days or

something like this.”

Petreanu’s first instinct was to put the story on the front

page. But he realized that the paper’s biggest ad contract was

with the same company. The company’s public relations peo-

ple got wind of the story and called Petreanu to say that it

was a simple mistake that wouldn’t happen again.

“So, if you are a true journalist you should serve only the

community and say, ‘I don’t give a damn about you. You

have a lot of money, you tried to poison guys. You know it’s

obvious that those products weren’t good enough. So, OK,

let’s print it!’ But then you have to think, ‘But this newspaper

costs every day lots and lots of money… and maybe it was

just an accident.’ So you see, these are the kinds of dealings

that every journalist in Romania has to deal with every day

only because the economy works so bad.”

Another ethical problem for editors is “advertorials.”

These are stories that are paid for by advertisers that are

designed to look like regular articles in the newspaper. They

are purely positive stories about a company, and the compa-

ny that pays for them hopes that readers will assume they are

“objective” newspaper articles rather than paid ads. Some-

times the newspaper clearly marks them as advertisements—

and sometimes it doesn’t.

Andreea Rosca, the editor in chief of Capital newspaper

in Romania, cited an example from another paper in which

an oil company paid for an advertorial that was not labeled

as a paid ad.

“They are advertorials, but they are not marked as such,

which is not good,” he said. “It is wrong for the public

because they believe that is the truth, and that is not the

truth. What is printed is the truth that the oil company

wants to project outside.”

It isn’t only the top editors who deal with such ques-

tions. Reporters often make money from advertisers, too. At

another paper in Romania, Adevarul, former publisher

Dimitru Tinu said he would fire reporters who accepted

bribes from a source. But he said he encouraged his reporters

to sell advertising to sources. A reporter who is working on a

story about a company will tell its officials, “ ‘By the way if

you want to advertise with us, you can, and I will take the

money to the director of advertising.’” The reporter gets 10

percent of the money back as a commission.

“Why do I accept this?” Tinu asked. “First of all, I need

more advertising. And secondly, I cannot assure them

[reporters] salaries as high as is necessary. This is to kind of

add something to the salaries. … I dream to be in a situation

where this is forbidden, but I can’t give them salaries of thou-

sands dollars per month.”

A woman called the paper to 
complain that a local store was 
selling spoiled meat. The store was
one of the paper’s largest advertisers.
Publishing the story would surely
cause the store to pull its ads. 
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� Questions for Discussion

1. Should news organizations have different standards for

what they print or broadcast about advertisers versus non-

advertisers? Is the potential for losing a big advertising

contract a valid reason for withholding a negative story

on an advertiser?

2. Are ethical standards different for news organizations in

successful economies versus those in struggling

economies?

3. In the case of Nosten Trud newspaper, the editor said he

served both his advertiser and his reader by notifying the

shop of the reader’s complaint so that it could remove

spoiled meat from the shelves. Did this decision really

serve the public? Did the public have a right to know that

the shop was selling spoiled meat?

4. In your news organization, is there a division between the

news and the business sides? Can the business side

demand that a story be killed if it will anger an advertiser?

Should the business side be able to do that?

5. What about “advertorials”? Must information that is paid

for by an advertiser but designed to look like a news story

be labeled as an advertisement?

6. Should reporters be allowed to sell advertisements and

make a commission? What is the danger of allowing them

to do so? Can the readers trust reporters to write the truth

if they are receiving payments from the companies they

write about?

Case Studies: Indonesia and Mexico
Activist or Journalist?
Indonesian journalist Harry Surjadi and Mexican journalist

Isaín Mandujano passionately believe in causes that often pit

them against the people in power in their countries. But the

two journalists have different answers to the question of

whether they can be both activist and journalist.

Surjadi tries vigorously to use his power as a journalist to

fight environmental degradation in Indonesia, even if that

means failing to give those who disagree with him an equal

chance to make their case to the public. Mandujano tries to

report impartially, even if that may sometimes harm the

cause of the indigenous rights movement in Mexico, a cause

that brought him into journalism in the first place.

Surjadi is now a free-lance journalist covering primarily

environmental stories. But for 10 years, he worked for the

independent Kompas newspaper, the largest daily in

Indonesia. He covered environmental stories there, too, and

he has no qualms about saying that his goal was to convince

people, not to inform them.

“When you become a journalist,” he said, “you have to

write the facts, but the way you put the facts in a story

should tell the reader what to do: ‘This is a problem and you

should do this.’ In Indonesia, if you write only the facts, peo-

ple get confused. Environmental awareness is very low.”

Surjadi gave one example from his years at Kompas. He

heard about a plan to bring material excavated from a

Singapore subway project to “reclaim” an Indonesian island

near Singapore that had been scarred by pit mining. Surjadi

knew of cases where Singapore had dumped hazardous mate-

rials on Indonesia, and he was determined to stop the

scheme.

He talked to officials at the Ministry of Environment to

persuade them to test the material. He tried to get communi-

ty leaders on the island to fight the plan, giving them infor-

mation that had not appeared in the newspaper. He con-

vinced colleagues at Kompas to write opinion pieces criticiz-

ing the plan, though he says his own stories were strictly

fact-based. He did quote officials from Singapore and the

companies supporting the plan; then he tried to prove in his

stories that what they were saying was wrong. (The plan was

stopped, largely because the testing Surjadi pushed for proved

that the material was contaminated, he said.)

During his time at Kompas, Surjadi was accused of being

a member of environmental advocacy groups. He said that

was not true, but he did work with those groups to investi-

gate cases. And sometimes when quoting representatives of
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those groups, he helped them state their case better.

“When I feel this is not a proper quote, I say, ‘Not these

words.’ I help to formulate the words. The message is the

same, and they agree.”

Some journalists say that Surjadi is more of an activist

than a journalist. He doesn’t think that’s true, but he doesn’t

hesitate to say that journalism to him is a tool. 

“I have to work professionally, but also I have to make

the Indonesian environment better. That is my major 

interest.”

Mandujano might have agreed with that approach early

in his career. When he first became a journalist in the mid-

1990s, he was a militant first, a journalist second. He worked

for publications aligned with the Zapatista indigenous rights

movement in his native Chiapas region of Mexico. His goal

was not so much to inform the public as to advance the

rebels’ cause.

By 2001, Mandujano had changed. He had gone to work

for the independent Chiapas magazine Sur Proceso, though in

his heart, he still strongly supported the Zapatistas. That year,

his new commitment to “objective” journalism made him an

enemy of his former allies.

One of the hooded, anonymous rebel leaders had cap-

tured the public’s attention that year during a highly publi-

cized march to the capital. She was known as Comandante

Esther. The Mexican government’s espionage machine sought

to pull the hood off Comandante Esther, discover her identi-

ty and somehow discredit her. Once the police knew who she

was, it was only a matter of time before the information was

leaked to the press: name, hometown, profession. At Sur

Proceso, Mandujano was charged with finding and interview-

ing Comandante Esther.

Somewhat reluctantly, Mandujano went into the moun-

tains and found the community where the rebel commander

led her other life as a bilingual schoolteacher. He wasn’t able

to interview her, but he profiled the world she lived in and

interviewed people who knew her.

“The first dilemma I faced was how to investigate some-

one from the Zapatista Movement for whom I felt a certain

sympathy,” he said. “To do this story was to collaborate more

with the police.”

After the story was published, Mandujano was strongly

criticized by leaders and sympathizers of the armed move-

ment, his former colleagues. Some called him a police collab-

orator and an informer. Outside the movement, others

praised him for having done a good job, without expressing

personal interest.

Mandujano justified his story in two ways—one as a

sympathizer with the Zapatistas and one as an “independ-

ent” journalist. First, he believed that if the police knew

Comandante Esther’s identity, it was important that the pub-

lic know it, too. He knew of many cases in previous decades

when the police had information on rebel leaders that was

not public, and those leaders subsequently disappeared.

Unmasking Esther in print, he believed, could protect her.

But Mandujano also believed he was justified because his

attitude about his role as a journalist had changed.

“I had ceased to be a militant journalist in order to 

exercise a pure journalism, without entanglements with the

political groups into which the [revolutionary movement]

had divided itself.”

Whether journalists should be impartial and “objective,”

or partisan and committed in their work to the causes they

believe in is debated around the world. In many countries,

most media are clearly aligned with political movements,

while in the United States, most news organizations maintain

that they have no such affiliations. 

“When you become a journalist,”
he said, “you have to write the
facts, but the way you put the
facts in a story should tell the
reader what to do: ‘This is a 
problem and you should do this.”

— Harry Surjadi
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Journalists with “mainstream” U.S. news organizations

are usually prohibited from belonging to political parties, par-

ticipating in marches or rallies or expressing opinions about

controversial subjects in public. Some U.S. journalists even

refuse to vote, saying that any perception that they hold par-

tisan views will cause the public to question their motives in

doing journalism.

Other journalists, including many in the United States,

argue that journalists can never really be objective, and that

such policies unfairly limit journalists’ rights to free speech

and isolate them from the communities they cover. 

� Questions for Discussion

1. Was Surjadi right in pursuing the story the way he did?

Was it right for a journalist to lobby government officials

and community leaders to stop the importation of exca-

vated material? Does it matter whether he was right or

wrong about whether the material was hazardous?

2. Is it right for a journalist to help a source formulate his or

her quotes to make them more powerful? Does it matter

whether the source agrees to the change?

3. Did Surjadi have other alternatives that would not have

blurred the line between being a journalist and being an

activist?

4. Was Mandujano right in pursuing the story the way he

did? Was he acting as an agent of the police, as his critics

said, because they had leaked the information hoping to

see her unwillingly exposed to the public?

5. Did the rebel leader have a right to privacy or had she

given up that right by taking a public role in the 

movement?

6. Would Mandujano have been justified in refusing to do

the story because he believed it would hurt the Zapatistas’

cause? Should journalists ignore their own political views

when doing stories involving politics? Can they?

7. Surjadi was accused of being a member of environmental

groups, though he said that wasn’t true. Could he have

been a member of those groups and still report on envi-

ronmental issues? Could Mandujano have remained a

member of the Zapatista movement while acting as a

journalist for the mainstream media?

8. Have you ever worked behind the scenes as an activist on

an issue while also reporting on the issue? Have you ever

declined to do a story because it might hurt a cause you

believed in? How did you justify your decision?

Case Study
Iraq: Getting Access to War Zones
Faruk Zabci is a war correspondent for Turkey’s largest paper,

Hurriyet Gazetesi. When war was brewing in neighboring Iraq

in 2003, Zabci knew he had to be there.

But Zabci could not get a journalist’s visa, so he had to

come up with another way to get in. His solution: Go as a

“human shield.”

Human shields were civilians from around the world

who objected to the impending U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.

With the enthusiastic permission of the Iraqi government,

they went to potential bombing targets in Iraq and camped

out, hoping their presence would prevent the U.S. forces

from attacking those sites. As a human shield, Zabci quickly

got a visa and traveled with a group to a power plant in

Baghdad. He has no doubt that officially being a human

shield rather than a journalist gave him access to stories and

a way to transmit them without interference that other jour-

nalists did not have.

“I was the first one of any journalist to get pictures of the

bombing,” Zabci said. “The first bombs went to the place

where we were, not the power plant but 300 or 400 meters

Whether journalists should be 
impartial and “objective,” or 
partisan and committed in their 
work to the causes they believe in 
is debated around the world. 
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from us, a bridge. We were all outside watching the bombing.

I had my digital camera. They didn’t mind. I was shooting

pictures. Everyone was free to take pictures, no problem.”

At the same time, most other journalists were holed up

in hotels, Zabci said. He also got access to hospitals and other

bombed sites that he said other journalists did not see. And

he said the stories sent by journalists with official permission

to be in Iraq were read and censored by Iraqi officials, while

his stories were not touched. The Iraqi government even gave

him and other human shields satellite phones, so it was easy

to file his stories. He finally left on April 6, before Baghdad

was seized, because the officials took away his satellite phone

and he had no way to file stories.

Zabci said he never lied about who he was. The officials

in charge of human shields knew he was a journalist, though

the fact that no one tried to control what he saw or wrote

probably means that the Ministry of Information did not

know. The officials who organized the human shields said it

was fine with them if he was a journalist, as long as he ful-

filled the duties of a human shield, Zabci said. He did so,

staying with the group at the power plant and traveling to

other places with the others in his group.

Zabci said that his readers were able to get information

that readers of other publications did not.

“My conscience was very clear,” he said. “I filed a story

practically every day without any censor. They were maybe

censoring other journalists, but not us. The pictures I took

were of areas that were not allowed, but nobody stopped me.

I wrote sometimes military information about the bridge,

about the traffic” that would have been censored had he

been there on a journalist’s visa.

Other journalists took the opposite course in getting

into the country—and faced a different ethical dilemma.

Most journalists in Iraq before the war started were there on

journalists’ visas. They did not pretend to be something

other than a journalist to get into the country, but once they

were there, they were subject to censorship and other con-

cerns that limited what they were able to tell their readers or

viewers.

After the fall of Saddam Hussein, Eason Jordan, CNN’s

chief news executive, wrote in a column in The New York

Times that the network withheld information about how

Saddam Hussein’s regime had intimidated, tortured and

killed Iraqis who had helped CNN over the years. Jordan said

the network did so to protect people working for CNN, but

he was criticized in the media for cooperating with Iraq’s

Information Ministry and presenting a “sanitized” picture of

the Iraqi regime. Some accused the network of keeping silent

about atrocities to avoid having its Baghdad bureau closed.

Once the invasion started, many U.S. and other journal-

ists got into Iraq while “embedded” with the troops of the

United States and its allies. The decision by the U.S. Defense

Department to assign journalists to its troops gave the media

unprecedented access to the war but also led to criticism that

the military had too much control over information that got

to the public and that embedded journalists became cheer-

leaders for the military.

Embedded journalists were often dependent on the sol-

diers they accompanied for their very lives, and some said

they began to feel a strong bond with the troops they cov-

ered at such close range. In some cases, when troops were

under fire, journalists were pressed into helping medics or

Chris Tomlinson, right, of the Associated Press, eats a "meal
ready to eat," or MRE, at a temporary camp in the desert
with U.S. Army soldiers.
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doing other tasks. Such a blurring of lines between reporter

and soldier made many media critics uncomfortable, but few

journalists would refuse to hold an IV bag for a wounded

soldier. 

The Defense Department had some control over the

stories journalists sent home and expelled some reporters

for giving away sensitive military information. But there

were examples of reports by embedded journalists that con-

tradicted the military version of events, such as one by a

Washington Post correspondent about U.S. troops who killed

an Iraqi family at a checkpoint. The Pentagon said the driver

of the family’s vehicle ignored shouts and warning shots, but

the Post reporter wrote that he heard an officer chastise sol-

diers for not firing warning shots soon enough to avoid the

slaughter.

Defenders and critics of the embedding policy cited 

plenty of incidents to bolster their arguments. Whether the

policy helped or hurt the cause of truth in the coverage of

war will likely be debated for a long time.

� Questions for Discussion

1. Should Zabci have acted as a human shield in order to get

into Iraq? What were the advantages to such a tactic?

What were the disadvantages?

2. Did the greater uncensored access that Zabci got—and

thus the more accurate information that got to his 

readers—justify his method of getting into Iraq without 

a visa? Compare his methods to those of CNN, which

worked with the Ministry of Information to get into Iraq

without deception, but intentionally did not report what

might have been important stories to avoid angering the

regime. Are different methods justified for a solo print

reporter with very little equipment versus a major interna-

tional television network?

3. Zabci said that he did not deceive anyone because the

organizers of the human shields knew he was a reporter.

He said they didn’t mind him being a reporter as long as

he also fulfilled his role as a human shield. Did his agree-

ing to act as a human shield to protect Iraq compromise

his independence as a reporter? Did other journalists’

agreeing to be embedded with U.S. troops compromise

their independence as reporters?

4. Zabci accepted a cell phone from the Iraqi government

that enabled him to file his stories. Should he have done

that?

5. Was CNN justified in censoring itself on stories that could

have endangered the lives of people who worked for the

network? Should CNN have left Iraq rather than censor

itself in such a way?

6. Do you think the embedding of journalists with U.S. and

allied troops was good or bad for the cause of truth in the

coverage of war? Can journalists who are so closely tied to

the troops—and in some cases, dependent on them to

survive—be truly “objective”? What are the alternatives?

7. Should journalists who accompany troops in war help sol-

diers in the midst of battle? What if they are asked to help

wounded soldiers?

8. How much of the graphic violence of war should journal-

ists show to readers and viewers? Some U.S. media have

been criticized for being more willing to show graphic

scenes of wounded or dead non-Americans than similar

scenes of wounded or dead U.S. soldiers. Are the standards

of sensitivity different when the victims are from the

same country as the readers or viewers?

Embedded journalists were often
dependent on the soldiers they
accompanied for their very lives, 
and some said they began to feel a
strong bond with the troops they
covered at such close range. 
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Case Study
Colombia: Owners in the Newsroom
A. J. Leibling, a much respected U.S. journalist and media

critic, laid down a reality principle for journalists in a famous

phrase, “Freedom of the press belongs to those who own one.”

His message is a sometimes bitter pill for workaday jour-

nalists. It means that in a free society everyone has the right

to express himself or herself, but it is the owners who deter-

mine what is expressed in their newspapers.

Today, the “owner” of a media organization may never

have set foot in a newsroom. He or she may be the represen-

tative of a board of directors of an immense corporation that

controls many media organizations and whose priorities are

crystal clear: increasing profits and raising the stock price. 

It is equally clear that something else is increasing: jour-

nalists’ suspicion and distrust of owners. The distrust seems

to grow in proportion to the size of the “conglomerate” that

has taken control of the news organization. 

Two case studies from Colombia illustrate the concerns.

María Mercedes Gómez is the owner of the company that

produces “24 Hours,” a prestigious daily television news pro-

gram. Gómez is an unabashed activist in the Conservative

Party, as was her father, from whom she inherited the pro-

gram after his assassination in 1995. She cares deeply about

the program and is intimately involved in even the most

mundane details of its production, such as the clothes worn

by on-air personnel. 

Gómez is proud of the program and does not hesitate to

describe it as an asset for her political party. “We’re always in

the minority, without money like the big conglomerates. We

have carved out a space for a particular political position,

maintained it at a loss for a long time,” she says. 

The news director, Daissy Cañón, however, makes the

news decisions and is comfortable having her boss at news

meetings. She thinks, in fact, that being owned by an indi-

vidual instead of a corporation brings an extra measure of

independence. 

Gómez and Cañón agree on a central editorial line of the

station: they are strongly critical of the growing power of

large corporations in Colombia. It is the large corporations,

not small individually owned companies like her boss’s, that

threaten journalistic independence, Cañón says. “Ownership

of the media ends up in big conglomerates, which want to

control information. It’s the danger of the future.”

A prominent journalist from a rival news organization,

Javier Dario Restrepo, has been publicly critical of Gómez’s

influence at “24 Hours,” which he claims is “a mechanism to

impose a point of view or standards of information.”

The second Colombian case involves just the kind of

large corporate ownership Cañón and her boss are afraid of.

In 1997, one of Colombia’s journalistic icons, El Espectador,

was put up for sale by the family that had owned it for

decades. El Espectador had been a monument to journalistic

courage and independence. It was hard to imagine new own-

ers who would be able to fill the heroic role of the Cano fam-

ily as owners of El Espectador.

There was talk that the other major paper, El Tiempo,

would buy El Espectador, a move that would have reassured

those concerned about preserving the paper’s journalistic

quality and independence. In the end, however, a corporate

conglomerate, with holdings ranging from beer to construc-

tion, bought El Espectador. The corporation, Grupo

Empresarial Bavaria, named as editor, Rodrigo Pardo, a well-

connected political figure who had served as foreign minister

and ambassador to Paris in the Liberal Party government of

Today, the “owner” of a media
organization may never have set 
foot in a newsroom. He or she 
may be the representative of a 
board of directors of an immense
corporation that controls many
media organizations and whose 
priorities are crystal clear: increasing
profits and raising the stock price. 
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Ernesto Samper. 

He vowed to maintain the paper’s independence and rep-

utation for courage. 

In this case, media critic Restrepo is not concerned about

possible political bias. He raises a new, perhaps more omi-

nous, issue: He fears the corporation’s drive to make a profit

for its shareholders will convert news into just another prod-

uct, like “shoes or shirts,” in which market values will over-

whelm ethics and public service. “On a daily basis, journalists

have to resolve the dilemma over whom to serve: owners of

the media or society,” he says. 

� Questions for Discussion

1. Do journalists and media owners hold the same values?

2. In what ways can ownership affect how the news is

reported?

3. Are there ways for individual journalists to retain their

independence even though they work for someone who

has special interests?

4. If you were a media owner, do you think you would come

to the same conclusions on ethical dilemmas that you do

as a journalist?

5. Discuss the central dilemma in this case. Which is worse,

from an ethical point of view: an owner who has a strong

political line or one representing a corporation whose

only motive is profit?

6. What kind of wall, if any, should exist in a news organiza-

tion between those who make business decisions, such as

selling advertisements, and those who make news deci-

sions? How do journalists and representatives of the busi-

ness side reach agreement on this question?

7. To what extent may journalists hype or sensationalize

news stories in pursuit of increased profits for owners?

8. To what extent is it legitimate for owners to change the

journalistic approach and content in order to enhance

profits?

9. What are the ethical and journalistic dilemmas presented

to journalists by having owners who do not place a high

priority on journalistic values?

10. To what extent are journalists ethically obliged to refuse

orders from representatives of owners  (or editors) when

they feel they are being ordered to violate journalistic/

ethical standards?

Case Studies: Independence

Javier Dario Restrepo
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W hile ethical discussions often focus on external factors, such as government

pressure, economic scarcity, low salaries, dishonest sources, etc., that adversely

affect the quality of journalism, ethical decisions ultimately involve personal actions

and internal processes as journalists. 

Those are the things we can change ourselves, whatever the pressures from the 

outside. 

During the ethics conferences in Latin America, there was a growing realization that

good ethical practices actually enhance the power of a journalist and of a news organi-

zation. A journalist who rigorously follows the highest standards is a journalist with

power, who cannot only do his duty to inform the public but also can withstand the

external factors that attempt to control the press or erode its freedom. 

Our ethics and our standards are the steel-hard infrastructure around which a jour-

nalist and a news organization build public credibility, their greatest—and some say

only—asset. Credibility is nothing more than public confidence that we are telling the

truth to the best of our reporting abilities.

“It’s about building trust,” said ICFJ president David Anable. “The audience learns

to trust you over time. There is no short cut to trust, but it can all be destroyed in a very

short time, with a few bad ethical decisions.”

Final Notes
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Appendix A
The professional code of conduct adopted by the Society of

Professional Journalists (SPJ) in the United States is one of

many worthy models. The SPJ organizes practical journalism

ethics into three main principles: report truthfully, act inde-

pendently and minimize harm. The full text is provided

below for your convenience.

Many codes of ethics from other countries can be found

on ICFJ’s International Journalists’ Network (IJNet) website at

www.ijnet.org. These codes can be used as examples for

developing a new code relevant to the local circumstances.

Society of Professional Journalists 
Code of Ethics
Preamble 

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that

public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foun-

dation of democracy. The duty of the journalist is to further

those ends by seeking truth and providing a fair and compre-

hensive 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 corner-

stone 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 gather-

ing, 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. 

• Make certain that headlines, news teases and promotional

material, photos, video, audio, graphics, sound bites 

and quotations do not misrepresent. They should not

oversimplify or highlight incidents out of context. 

• Never distort the content of news photos or video. Image

enhancement for technical clarity is always permissible.

Label montages and photo illustrations. 

• Avoid misleading reenactments or staged news events. If

reenactment is necessary to tell a story, label it. 

• Avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gath-

ering 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 appear-

ance or social status. 

• Support the open exchange of views, even views they find

repugnant. 

Additional
Resources
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• 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 mis-

represent 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 photo-

graphs 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 con-

trol information about themselves than do public officials

and others who seek power, influence or attention. Only

an overriding public need can justify intrusion into any-

one’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.
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Appendencies

Appendix B

Additional Ethics Resources in Print

“A Discussion of Newspaper Ethics for Associated Press Managing Editors.” Paper presented to Associated Press

Managing Editors (APME) members. APME: Minneapolis, MI:  Freedom Forum, September 23, 1993. 

Christians, Clifford G., et al. Media Ethics: Cases and Moral Reasoning, 6th ed. New York: Longman, 2001.

Fink, Conrad. Media Ethics. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1995.

Kidder, Rushworth. Shared Values for a Troubled World. San Francisco: Josey-Bass, 1994.

Kidder, Rushworth M. How Good People Make Tough Choices: Resolving the Dilemmas of Ethical Living. New York:

William Morrow, 1995.

Merrill, John. Legacy of Wisdom: Great Thinkers and Journalism. Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 2000.

Limburg,Val E. Electronic Media Ethics. Boston: Focal Press, 1994. 

Patterson, Philip and Lee Wilkins, Media Ethics: Issues and Cases, 4th ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2002. 

Ruggiero, Vincent. Thinking Critically About Ethical Issues, 5th ed. Mountain, CA: Mayfield, 2001.

Smith, Ron F. Groping for Ethics in Journalism, 4th ed. Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1999.
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Journalism Ethics 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

www.research.uiuc.edu/ethics/journalism.asp

Media Organizations and Associations 

American Society of Newspaper Editors   

www.asne.org

Associated Press Managing Editors (APME)

www.apme.com

Committee of Concerned Journalists

http://www.journalism.org/resources/tools/ethics/codes/defa

ult.asp

Institute for Global Ethics

www.globalethics.org

International Center for Journalists (ICFJ)

www.icfj.org

International Federation of Journalists (IFJ)

www.uta.fi/laitokset/tiedotus/ethicnet/ifjindex.html

International Journalists’ Network:  Codes of Ethics Section

www.ijnet.org

Josephson Institute of Ethics

www.josephsoninstitute.org

The Journalist’s Toolbox

American Press Institute

www.journaliststoolbox.com/newswriting/ethics.html

Appendix C

Ethics Resources Online
The following media centers, organizations and institutions have

a special interest in journalism ethics. These addresses were cur-

rent when this manual went to press. However, Web addresses

change frequently. So, if the address does not work, try searching

for the site through a Web search engine.

Universities

Program for Media Ethics Studies, Brigham Young University

www.newsnet.byu.edu/communications/ethics/default.html

Ethics on the World Wide Web

College of Communication at California State

University–Fullerton

http://commfaculty.fullerton.edu/lester/ethics/ethics_list.html

Web Resources for Studying Journalism Ethics 

School of Communications, Department of Journalism,

University of Hawaii at M?noa

www2.hawaii.edu/~tbrislin/ethics

W. Maurice Young Centre for Applied Ethics

University of British Columbia

www.ethics.ubc.ca/resources/media/

Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, Santa Clara University

www.scu.edu/ethics

Data bank for European Codes of Journalism Ethics

(EthicNet) www.uta.fi/laitokset/tiedotus/ethicnet/index.html
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Appendicies

Morality in Media

www.moralityinmedia.org

National Public Radio: “The Ethicist”

Columnist Randy Cohen Tackles NPR Listeners’ Ethical

Dilemmas

www.npr.org/programs/atc/ethicist/index.html

Organization of News Ombudsmen (ONO)

www.newsombudsmen.org

The Poynter Institute

www.poynter.org

Radio-Television News Directors Association

www.rtnda.org/ethics/coe.shtml

Reporters Committee for a Free Press

www.rcfp.org

San Francisco State University Department of Journalism

www.journalism.sfsu.edu/www/ethics.html

Society of Professional Journalists Ethics Code

www.spj.org/ethics_code.asp

Press Councils

Minnesota News Council

www.mtn.org/newscouncil

Press Complaints Commission, United Kingdom

www.pcc.org.uk


