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Introduction

Wendy N. Wyatt

For anyone interested in making journalism better, it is essential to first
sort out what makes journalism the way it is. What are the influences that
contribute to journalists’ attitudes and actions – to their ethics? Without
an understanding of those influences, it is difficult to make recommenda-
tions for change meaningful. Through the contributions of nearly two
dozen scholars and journalists, this volume aims at building under-
standing of three primary influences: the individual, the cultural, and the
institutional. The book considers not only how the three work
independently, but, importantly, how they interact to affect the moral
compasses of journalists and the moral standing of the practice as a whole.

Much has been said about individual, institutional, and cultural
influences. The autonomous moral agent – the rational individual – forms
the basis of Western moral philosophy’s three primary traditions: those of
the good, the right, and the virtuous. For the Greeks, for Enlightenment
thinkers, and for many modern-day ethicists, the focus is on the individual;
if we can foster in individuals strong characters or if we can give them the
tools to figure out how to do the good or the right thing, we will create
moral communities. Therefore, when it comes to theorising about
journalism ethics, a focus on individual influences is a solid way forward.

But individuals are not islands, and the extent to which they act
independently of other factors can – as we are reminded by ethicists in the
feminist and communitarian traditions – be overstated. We are who we
are and we act as we do because of others. In other words, we are not as
autonomous as we’d like to think we are. Institutional influences,
particularly those in the news industry, can be incredibly strong, and
robust socialisation can affect even the most independent of journalists.
Put simply, an institution can change a person – for better or for worse.
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What’s more, an institution can take on an ethical life of its own. Scholars
who have written about collective moral agency contend that organisa-
tions themselves can be assigned moral personhood. An organisation as a
collective (not simply a group of individuals) acts as a moral agent with
concomitant rights, duties, and accountabilities.

On top of individual and institutional influences, we add those that
derive from culture. Journalists are part and parcel of the culture in which
they live and work, and they reflect their own culture’s worldview. We
readily see this when, for example, we compare journalists from
democracies with those from authoritarian states. But differences can be
found even among journalists from two like cultures. Journalists in the
United Kingdom certainly have ethical compasses that differ from their
peers in other democracies. What is justified as ethically acceptable in one
place may look quite different in another.

The discipline of journalism ethics developed with a focus on
professional ethics – on the values, guiding principles, and codes of the
journalism profession. During the last 35 years, questions have revolved
around who journalists should be and what those journalists should do,
and these questions have almost always considered journalism in a
particular situated context. Today, however, foundations are being
reimagined: first, by ethicists who contend that we need a global media
ethics, which transcends the limitations of place, and, second, by ethicists
who advocate for a return to a common morality that focuses on our
general moral commitments and our obligations as human beings, rather
than our particular role-related responsibilities as journalists. All of this
leaves journalism ethics in an interesting theoretical place. What is the
proper way – or ways – forward to best understand the influences on
journalism ethics? And once that is established, what is the proper way –

or ways – forward to make normative claims about fostering the most
ethically justifiable practice of journalism?

As media ethicists grapple with these questions, they are constantly
reminded that the questions are not only abstract and theoretical. Real life
intervenes – sometimes with examples of ethically praiseworthy behaviour,
the kind that makes us proud to be associated with journalism. We don’t
focus on those exemplars here (most ethics texts don’t) but we can’t ignore
that journalists and journalism organisations do good work every day. On
the other hand, the reason that media ethicists have steady jobs is that the
examples we would call ethically praiseworthy are often overshadowed by
examples of another kind – behaviour that makes those ethicists and their
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journalist colleagues cringe. What’s more, these behaviours are what tend
to attract the public’s attention. Even if news people and news
organisations act daily to serve the public’s best interest, that public
notices when something goes wrong. It is one of these examples – the
phone hacking scandal in the UK and the subsequent Leveson Inquiry into
the culture, practice, and ethics of the press – that serves as the origin for
this book.

As Lord Justice Leveson, together with his panel of six independent
assessors, considered how to best ‘guard the guardians’, ethicists around the
world grappled with what went wrong and how a repeat of history could be
prevented. Should the focus be placed on changing the ethical standards of
individual journalists? Was this a problem with a single institution, one
that tended towards ethical recklessness? Was there something in the
culture of UK journalism – one marked by intense competition and more
than a little bombast – that led to the scandal? Or, more plausibly, was it
some combination of influences? And, of course, what happens next? How
can journalism ethicists earn their keep by offering a path forward?

For many, the phone hacking scandal provided yet another concrete
example of journalism ethics gone wrong. Interestingly, Lord Leveson
noted that the report resulting from his inquiry was the seventh of its kind
in fewer than 70 years. The questions it raised were more than interesting
academic exercises. Regardless of what transpired during the scandal and
what the Leveson Inquiry would later propose, if journalism was to
successfully justify itself in the face of harsh and understandable critique, it
would need answers or, at the very least, a plan.

So, in September 2012, just as Lord Leveson wrapped up more than a
year’s worth of evidence collected for his inquiry, a group of nearly 50
scholars and journalists convened at the invitation of the University of
Oxford’s Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism to discuss and debate
a particularly timely theme: ‘Journalism Ethics: Individual, Institutional or
Cultural?’ When participants met in Oxford with Reuters Director of
Research Robert Picard, the tale of the phone hacking scandal – and all of
its gruesome details – had unfolded in front of the Leveson Inquiry, but the
judgement was still out. Conference participants weren’t sure what the end
result would be, but we were all interested in exploring what got journalism
to that regrettable place and how we could help it make a new turn.

Over the course of two full days at St Anne’s College – plus some
evening indulgences at the Reuters Institute and at Balliol College – we
grappled with issues of where journalists get their ethical compasses, what
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leads to ethically problematic behaviour in newsrooms around the world,
and how we might foster more ethically praiseworthy journalism. This
volume illustrates just some of the good thinking that went on in Oxford.

The chapters in the book certainly stand on their own; any one could
be read in isolation. But there’s something to be said about reading the
collection as a whole: individual chapters give glimpses; the entire
collection gives a more complete story. As you work through, you’ll find
that journalism ethics is driven by a multitude of complex forces that rank
in importance by time, by place, and by other contextual factors. The
story, of course, is never a simple one, which, in my mind, is what makes
ethics so endlessly intriguing.

Recurring themes

A number of themes serve as threads that connect the individual chapters
and help make sense of the multiple ideas presented:

. Both the descriptive and normative realms matter. Typically,
scholarship in journalism ethics falls into two categories: (1) work
that describes the ethical landscape and helps make sense of it; (2)
work that enters the normative realm by prescribing ethical values,
principles, standards, and behaviours. Both approaches are useful;
clearly, we must understand before we can recommend. Contributors
to this volume help us with both. Some chapters reside in the realm
of the descriptive, establishing the landscape of journalism ethics
and building the all-important foundations. Others make the move to
the normative, offering prescriptions aimed at making journalism
better.

. Theory and practice can and should intersect. Moral philosophy
serves as the theoretical underpinning of much scholarly work in
journalism ethics. Unless that theory can connect to practice,
however, the work is merely an academic exercise. Several chapters
in the book address how theory can – and, normatively speaking,
should – inform practice and how practice can and should exemplify
theory. In addition, the volume stretches beyond moral theory and
considers the contributions that other kinds of theory – democratic,
legal, organisational – can make to the practice of ethical journalism.

. The global, digital age affects journalism ethics. Perhaps the top item
on the agenda of media ethicists today is the nature of the global,
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digital age; a sophisticated discussion of journalism ethics requires
consideration of the context in which journalists now work. Chapters
throughout this book both predict and prescribe how the bases of
journalism ethics will and should evolve in today’s global, digital age.

. International perspectives are crucial. Until recently, much scholar-
ship on journalism ethics has come out of the United States and
United Kingdom. The topic, however, is a global one that should be
examined through multiple cultural lenses. Contributors to this
volume come from nine countries in Europe and North America.
Although a number of shared foundational values emerge in their
work, authors offer a range of perspectives on the practice of
journalism and journalism ethics.

. Newsrooms are important sites for investigation. A good deal of
scholarly work has been done on the sociology of the newsroom, and
it demonstrates the importance of the newsroom to journalists’ work.
Most of this scholarship, however, has not focused on ethical
implications. Several chapters in this book both illuminate the strong
influences of the newsroom on journalism ethics and make
suggestions for how newsrooms of the future (either real or virtual)
can become ethically healthier workplaces.

. Journalism ethics is individually, institutionally, and culturally based.
The chapters in this volume demonstrate that an exploration of
journalism ethics does not lead to a single influence but rather to
multiple influences that work together in complex ways. David
Pritchard’s first essay, which presents the concept of normative
ecologies, makes this argument explicitly, but it is implicit
throughout the book. As all of the chapters demonstrate, journalism
ethics is the result of multiple competing and complementary forces.

A book in four parts

If the book’s themes serve to connect the chapters, the structure divides
them. The book is organised into four parts, although the division is
admittedly somewhat arbitrary; several of the chapters could easily fit into
more than one part. As noted, David Pritchard’s short first essay sets the
stage for the four parts and 14 chapters that follow. In his essay, Pritchard
discusses the domains that determine journalistic behaviour and the
complex journalism ecologies that result from the interplay of those
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domains. Keep his ideas in mind as you move through the rest of the
book.

Part I. Spheres of influence: Fostering (or not) ethical
journalism

Part I focuses squarely on the topic of the Reuters conference and the title
of the book: individual, institutional, and cultural influences – or domains
– and the effects those can have on journalism ethics. The first two
chapters, by Tony Harcup and Lee Wilkins, aim inward, exploring ethics
in the newsroom and the forces that both contribute to and detract from
ethical behaviour. Both authors use the News Corp phone hacking scandal
as an example of the strong socialisation effects of the newsroom. In work
that sparked passionate discussion at the Reuters conference, Tony
Harcup uses testimony from the Leveson Inquiry to explore the tensions
between individual and collective approaches to journalism ethics, and he
argues that the two can coexist within an institutional setting. Drawing on
feminist theory, Harcup contends that, if a culture of dialogue, openness
and mutual respect can be fostered in newsrooms, both individual and
collective responsibility can be called upon to create a framework for more
ethical journalism. Lee Wilkins usefully takes ethicists outside of their
normal comfort zone, examining the literature on business ethics and
organisational change for insights into how organisational culture affects
individual ethical choice. She finds that, although organisational culture
does not replace individual thinking, it can either enhance or degrade
individual ethical choice. Wilkins closes her chapter with a set of questions
that can help scholars understand the influence that a newsroom’s
organisational climate can have on ethical decision-making.

Next, Part I turns to three short chapters by Mireya Márquez
Ramírez, Bastiaan Vanacker, and Dejan Jontes that demonstrate the
multiple influences journalists experience in their daily work. Each one
features a case study that brings the cultural domain into the spotlight,
while also recognising the role of individual and institutional forces.
Mireya Márquez Ramírez gives us an intriguing glimpse into the changing
nature of journalism in Mexico, particularly as it relates to attitudes about
journalists accepting cash, gifts, and perks in exchange for news. Although
the new generation of journalists working in post-authoritarian Mexico
sees itself as a group of professionals committed to principles of autonomy
and independence, Márquez Ramírez illustrates how these journalists

I B Tauris – The Ethics of Journalism Data Standards Ltd, Frome, Somerset – 15/1/2014 01 Ethics of Journalism Prelims.3d Page 20 of 24

xx

THE ETHICS OF JOURNALISM
EXTRACT



work within nuanced and constantly changing standards. Her chapter
reminds us that values, principles, and behaviours do not change
overnight; history can be a powerful legacy. Bastiaan Vanacker reports
on interviews he conducted with journalists in the United Kingdom, the
Netherlands, and the Flanders region of Belgium that illuminate both
shared and separate perspectives on journalism ethics, particularly as it
relates to privacy issues. Vanacker’s thought-provoking conclusion is that
institutional factors contribute to a shared conception among journalists
of their professional role and the principles that guide it. However,
cultural differences lead to divergent ways of putting these shared
principles into practice. Journalists in each country disagree about the
limits of telling a particular story. Wrapping up Part I, Dejan Jontes
engages in an insightful unpacking of journalism values in post-socialist
Slovenia using two unusual but important sources: texts of award
presentations and journalism textbooks. Through these two kinds of texts,
Jontes finds an embrace of democratic journalistic values such as
objectivity that have been imported from elsewhere and also, importantly,
an understanding of non-partisanship that means resisting socialism and
any remnants of it; this resistance, in fact, is represented as Slovene
journalism’s most important ethical value.

Part II. Accountability mechanisms

Part II includes three chapters that explore mechanisms of media
accountability. Susanne Fengler, Tobias Eberwein, Julia Lönnendonker,
and Laura Schneider-Mombaur begin with a broad look at journalists’
perceptions of both traditional and emerging media accountability
instruments. The results of their study, which impressively includes
journalists from 14 countries, are somewhat discouraging. As they report,
the impact of media accountability instruments is moderate at best.
However, the authors offer some interesting ideas for approaches that
could lead to more effective media accountability, including partnerships
with the state – what they call government regulation of self-regulatory
efforts. In his chapter, Carlos Maciá-Barber examines the role of a
particular accountability instrument – the news ombudsman – and argues
that this role can help reinforce the professional ethics of journalists while
simultaneously promoting audience participation, media literacy, and the
public’s right to information. Maciá-Barber, who has studied the
ombudsman function in news organisations around the world, outlines
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the most important conditions for effective ombudsmen and ends with a
plea that, even in the face of ongoing challenges, ombudsmen should make
all efforts to persevere. To finish Part II, Robert Drechsel, an accomplished
media law scholar, looks at accountability from a legal perspective and
poses an important question: has the professionalisation of journalism in
America, which is centred on the idea of serving the public interest and is
accompanied by ethical codes and standards, led journalism to a legally
dangerous – and less free – place? In a systematic examination, Drechsel
investigates two specific legal contexts – negligence and confidentiality –

and the ways in which these ethical standards may be transforming into
legal standards. He ends with an exploration of the American context
vis-à-vis Canada and the United Kingdom.

Part III. Intersections: Theory and practice

Part III includes three chapters that focus directly on the intersections
between theory and practice. In their two chapters, Karen Slattery and
Thomas Bivins apply the moral philosophies of deontology and virtue
ethics – two philosophies firmly grounded in the autonomy of the
individual as a moral agent – to journalism. David Allen and Elizabeth
Blanks Hindman examine democratic theories and the different kinds of
journalism each requires.

Karen Slattery’s chapter focuses on the codes of ethics from three
American journalism associations and the relationship between the
principles expressed in those codes and the moral principles identified by
deontologists such as Immanuel Kant and W. D. Ross. Slattery makes a
persuasive and logical argument that, when journalism codes fail to offer
clear resolutions to ethical dilemmas, deontological theory and the prima
facie duties it presents can help clarify the most ethically justifiable choice.
Thomas Bivins also examines American codes of ethics, but he chooses to
look at the language of the earliest codes from the first part of the
twentieth century. Language, Bivins argues, is central, and he takes the
claim to heart in his compellingly written chapter. In the early codes,
Bivins sees an appeal to virtue and good character that is missing from
many of today’s codes, which tend to be rules-based. This virtue-based
approach, which is experiencing a resurgence thanks to the work of neo-
Aristotelians such as Alasdair MacIntyre, may serve journalists and the
public better. Bivins, therefore, recommends a return to a philosophical
framework based on virtue that would allow individual journalists the

I B Tauris – The Ethics of Journalism Data Standards Ltd, Frome, Somerset – 15/1/2014 01 Ethics of Journalism Prelims.3d Page 22 of 24

xxii

THE ETHICS OF JOURNALISM
EXTRACT



leeway to make their own decisions based on overarching human virtues
such as sincerity, competency, thoroughness, mercy, and moderation.
Rounding out Part III is David Allen and Elizabeth Blanks Hindman’s
chapter on the centrality of democratic theory to journalism ethics. Their
chapter succinctly and clearly describes three broad perspectives on
democratic theory – elitist, discursive, and communitarian – and applies
them to questions of journalism ethics. The authors then take a normative
turn by suggesting that there is room for multiple conceptions of
democracy along with multiple roles and responsibilities for journalism.
The chapter ends with a nice pay-off: specific ideas about what roles
different types of media may play based on the normative assumptions of
the three different perspectives on democratic theory.

Part IV. Emerging issues in a global, digital age

The book’s final chapters take a glimpse into journalism’s future by
investigating emerging issues in the global, digital age. Yael de Haan,
Annemarie Landman, and Jan Lauren Boyles study real journalists’
experiences in a rapidly changing work environment. Two other chapters
– the first by Ejvind Hansen and the second by me and my co-author Tom
Clasen –might be better categorised as thought experiments: Theoretically
speaking, how can and should journalists adjust to this new landscape?

Yael de Haan, Annemarie Landman, and Jan Lauren Boyles focus on
journalists in one Dutch newsroom, examining how the online era has
introduced entirely new categories of news and information creators.
From internet journalists who work in a traditional newsroom to citizen
journalists who have no newsroom at all, the three authors demonstrate
how these new creators of news are forcing legacy journalists to examine
the standards upon which they have historically relied. The authors, who
worked together after the Reuters conference to combine their two
research projects, make a useful move from the descriptive – the focus of
de Haan and Landman’s work – to the normative – the focus of Boyle’s
work. To deal with the challenges arising from both within and outside the
newsroom and to help ensure ethical journalistic practices, the authors
propose a knowledge-centred newsroom model, which is focused on the
ethics of collaboration. Ejvind Hansen’s chapter also explores how
journalism standards will be negotiated into the future. In one of the most
philosophically sophisticated chapters of the book, Hansen asks whether
the idea of journalism as the ‘Fourth Estate’, which is linked with clearly
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defined political nation states, can be transferred to an informational,
economic, and political setting that has little affiliation with specific
political units. In other words, if the Fourth Estate loses relevance in a
transnational setting, what will ethical journalism mean, and who will –
and should – get to decide? Adopting a proceduralist approach, Hansen
argues that journalists from across the world need to articulate a set of
rules that don’t prescribe specific standards but rather provide for the
possibility of deliberating disagreements about those standards. The book
closes with the chapter I co-wrote with Tom Clasen. Both of us have
followed with interest and disappointment the steady reports of newsroom
cutbacks. What, we wondered, would happen if the newsroom – the site
that has been so central to journalists’ identities – goes away? And what
will it mean for journalism ethics if journalists find themselves working in
more solitary settings? In the chapter, we investigate how the newsroom
has affected journalism ethics in both beneficial and harmful ways. We
end our chapter with a position we didn’t expect going in: if journalism in
the solitary age can hold onto the best parts of newsroom culture while
leaving behind those that inhibit ethical practice, the solitary age could, in
fact, enhance journalism ethics.

Join the conversation

During the Reuters conference, participants joined in a number of lively
conversations through which we found much common ground. We
certainly, however, didn’t always agree. Questions about the strongest
theoretical approaches, the most influential ethical forces, and the
possibility of global standards took us in different directions. You’ll find
the same thing in this book: many points of agreement across the chapters
but some disagreements as well. The point is not to solve all of the issues
but rather to contribute to the conversation about journalism ethics – to
get us a step closer to more fully understanding the multiple forces that
influence journalists, news organisations, and media systems. Everyone in
the room at Oxford and in this volume appreciates the essential role that
journalism plays in people’s lives. We are critics but also fans. It’s my hope
that others who care deeply about journalism will find our observations
and ideas meaningful and that, together, we can offer ideas for making
journalism better.
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