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Cades nocessarily state standoeds of professional proctive, but the torm
Sapandords ™ is el mebigieons, C“Stedirds gf professional proctioe”
eaparern e it Fran iindimal gxpostatians fov all praciitioners o the
peveeived faead fin wldol proctiiioners shoold stedve. Criorelollip et b e
condies i ethive stumeld recognize the differences betivcen minimal stondordy
rend stnndiard-as-tdanl, They sl glsoariioelale gron pacrms—Iergely
whstaled erpechations of how all posple withity the gvoup showld or do
perforn, The proeess of prodeciag e code ofetlides @ tetellactually e il
beyrruse i pomstitntes eeitiond analysis of e profession by {88 prractiiiom grs

“Cade of ethics" s # phrase with
prowerfully negative connotations for
spme journalists and journalism edy-
catars, They equate codes of cthics as
rules of conduct againgt which jour-
nalists couted be judged, fived, or held
legaliy accountable for their actions
There i5 alsp the fear that 2 code of
ethics would someday provide a ori-
terion by which journalists could be
remosed from practice,

While journalistic codes of cthics
have undoubtedly besn misused by
judges, prosecutors, and practition
ars within the industry, the founda-
tion for the misuse, and lear of Zrow-
ing misuse, is bascd on conceptual
carfusion. Codes of ethics are not
SmanyThanas with external comtrol,
liepnsing, or other restrictions coi-
cerning wha may be a journalist or
how juernalists may operate As |
arguein this essey, the hasic problam
with current codes of ethics in jour-
naliszn 15 the lack of clarity concern-
ing the purpose of the individual
coiles, [ suggest methads for clearing
up the confusion that will prevent

misunderstanding and possible mis-
L%,

Codes necessarily state standards
of professinnal practice, bhul. the teom
“standards” isicself ambiguous. "Sran-
darils af professional practice” can
mean anything from minimal expects
tions for all practitioners to Lthe pere-
ceived ideal Bore which practitioners
should strive, When those drafting
the code are using standard” in one
sense and someane slse, such @s =
Juidge, applies a different definition of
standard’ to the documeant, confu-
sion und inisuse ol the code are likely,

When a lawyers or phisicians
livense s pulled, e when critics argue
that journalistic codes of ethics are
meaningless because a practitioner
cannot be disciplined for babhavier
contrary 1o that stated in the doca-
meent, stanrdard i3 being used tomean
minimum expectations, T call this
Standard Deflinition #1: minimuem
expeciations of a group member set
b law or custom.

Journatists who conform Lo Lhis
senae of indosiey standards act in
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weenys Lhal keep then eat ol jail and in
a ol Ty relrain Crom intend waally
publishing defimatory statempnts
They refram Mrom plagiarizngt, They
refrain from unwarranted invasions
af priviwe [F they are working Tor a
news organizaticn that strives o
et Lhe basie informalionz] negds
ol g mass audience, they work to gain
aceess to codnplete informalion ancd
to present the (ruits of their report
ing in a balanced, readable way

A imporlant distinetion between
this use of standard and the ot hers
that follew is that under Standard
Definition #1, one i held morally
fand wlien legally) blameworthy for
failing to uphbold this type of stand-
ard, but is not perceived as morally
praisewarthy for doing so0 For ex-
ample, Tepoarters are not likely to be
pacted an the back for refraining
lrom plagiarism. However, they can
certainky expect to hear abouol i if
they do offer someons else’s work as
theie owrn.

Meews organizations should clearly
artacpdate these standards—rhe mini-
mum oxpectations for emplovess.
Aral, thay olten da Satements of pal-
ey concerning conflict of interess are
common expactations sel down in
thissort of document. However, these
standards shonld he clearly marked
as minimzal organizaticnal expecta-
tions, within s code of copountability
ar rules of condact. Izshould be clear
that employees will be halid accoun
table far svialations of these stand-
ards. Since violations of these stand-
ards are acticnablo, e sensibic Tor
news organizations to codify them
ot senseless for & iournalistic pro-
fessional group Lo state such stand
ards There iz a place for professions|
socizly standaed setting, but not in
the sensa of standards discuszed so
far.

When epecilic news organizations
provide employees with statements
of minimal expectations, these sband-
ards should never be intermingled
with more gencral statements of
arganizational purpose (such as sery-

iryg: the informational nesds of the
communilyi or with chalracleristios
wsrnalistic conduct {such as
objectivity ). IFthe pows
arganiiation does not differentisie
Tntwern minineally  accoptable be
havior and the behador that woceld
bring acealades, iU i unccalistic Lo
expecl o judge or jury to do so.

Al the other end of the seals s
standard-ns-ideal 1 call this Stand
arcl Definition #2: percenoed charac-
reristics of the ieal practitionar that
my o Ay notle realistically altam-
ahle.

Journalists are praisesorthy for
coming close to the parceived ideal,
bt are nat Bliameworthy for Felling
shart. For example, jourralists who
win Fulitzers are notewarthy—they
have, i one way o another, come
close to he percaived characteristic
af the wleal jouenalist—bur that does
not imply that all the other journal-
sty mre doing something wrong.

A clear example of the vsage of
Stancasd Thefioition #2 comes from
shiewanimal parlance, The American
Kenns! Cluly, with the cooperation af
cxperts within the breeding and
sAnwing groups, msues occasionally
eevised standards Tor recogrized
breers ol dogs. The standard for each
breed, which lists & set of perceived
ideal characteristics, 5. as a whaole,
reflective of no particular dag. The
standard would, in fact, defeat its
prerpeie i it were refllective ol a parti-
cular animeal This standard is of the
ideal breed specimen. 11 s a maodel for
those breeding and showing dogs to
fallow. While no hreeder can hope 1o
have a dogthat perfectly matches the
wleal standard, some come closer to
the ideal than athers. The dogs that
come closest are most praisewarthy.

Standard-as-ildeal = used in pro-
fessional groups es well, All working
fpurnalists have a notion of "the ideal
iournalist,” While chat notion differs
spmewhat [rom perceiver to per-
ceiver. thers is some agresmeant on
spane ideas of what the ideal journsl-
izt might.do, how hed/she might peact
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in speciie cases, e agreemept pea

viches eriteria by which the pueer gfrougs
eain juedie vndaulnedly praisewarnt iy
sclvore Vrartitinrers whe cones ¢lose
to [l ideal have gone beyonsd ¢on

ventinn behavior i some signii-
Cant wiay,

Persons wlo dealt codes of ethieos
aften e standard Definiticon #2 in
rinel. For example, the proamble in
the Seciety of Prolessional Journs
list=s&igma Detca Chis code provides
amnealde] for joarcnalistsin stating thiat
“theduty of journalists is to serve the
truth " The code alse deseribes some
itleal chiaracteristics for journalisis
tesaving that, "Journabists acknow]-
edpge the newsman's {sic) ethic of
pratecting confidental soorees ofin-
formation”

Neww, truth is certainky an impor-
Lartvalue for U5 journalists, but the
TRUTH of & situstion s often com-
plex and not abwavs attainabile prior
Lo this days dleadine, Realistically,
Jeurnalists often provide “fachs as we
e knew them™ while scriving for
the ideal of trath.

Provecing confidential sourcesisa
respectable ideal as well, But, the
simplicity of the ideal ignores the
pragmatic realitics of courl subpo-
enis and sources who maripulace
the media by regquesting disclosursof
unattribuied information. The jour-
nalist who risks jail to protect s
souree i praiseworthy, but theee js
nothing blamewarihy about the
Jourpalists whe refuse [o grant con-
fielentzaliey b s particular souree be-
cause they believe, on balance, that
the information s not worth mare
than probable legal action.

When deseribing ideal journalstic
characieristics or behaviors: thosc
writing or revising codes ol ethics
should clearly explain thar they are
using "siandards” in that ideal sense.
T oavaid misuse of the docuameant, iL's
imparcant that the docwment states
that while the news arganization or
professional sociely applauds jour-
nalists who approach the ideal, there
is na implication that there is some-
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Thin s with e journalist whe
aells sl

Tl =B B0 eaede e niglifies Lhe
nsnal contusangeg aeix of minimum
exfrectalions aned aleal chiracbers-
tirs e asingle docuiment, Alsng with
the idval chiareteristios in the cade,
tle dovniment proviedss some stars-
ments Lhat mirror the minimium
expeclitions thal ame approprigte
ooly withio 8 news organizatoons
rules for cppiovec conduct, For
srample, the coule admeonizhes that
Jrarnabists should accept “noihing of
valwe” and Lhat "so-called news eom-
munications from privale saurees
should nat be pullished or broadeast
without subatantiation of their
claims to news valpe”

More problematce witlhin Lhe code
are stalements that are difficuit, o
classify within eicher the minimum or
ideal sensc ol stendard, Forexampla,
the sratement that “There iz na
excase lor inaceuracies or lack of
thorovghness” reads like o minimum
cRprelation by which Lo judgme ade-
quate performance. Yer, in reality,
Lhereare many justifiable reasons for
# News organizalinn o print or
broadeast inaccurate or less than
tharough reports, In g veryreal sense,
the reporter’s “facts” are omly 25 pood
as the sources ol information. The
thareaphness of a complex story
often can bw judged only by piocing
Logether many weeks of reports that
become more and more tharough
and Hecurste as the story unfolds,

This does nat excuse sloppy or
intertionally inaccurate reporting,
bt the realities af what is availahle
Lo be reparted cannct be ignored The
reporter who mansges 10 pet past
that information that s generally
availlable and who pressnts exeep-
tionally accurare ardd thorough coan-
plex stories (when compared to oth-
ers working on the same story) is
praisewerthy. Thoroughness and
aceuracy are idaals for which pvery
reporter should strive inevery repa It
Buot falling shart of the mark is mwore
alten indicative ofsources with some-
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Living, 1o hicls than jt s ol repaorter
iestcdeopuaey, Yor, i sochoan ideal s
presgented in g way that i resds like
milninaan e paect abian, ane cannot
faal the judge who interpreds the
icdeal @5 @ mintimm

As preseated thus far, that which
s e ineieshed nindostry codes of
ethics, could, if clearly separated,
apsel dwen importanl oand  distinet
needs for praceitioners: the artizola-
Cion of & codda of acecountability that
sets down micimum expactations,
and the articulaiwn of @ model of
what i3 perceived as ideal journalistic
behavior. The wriing, revising, and
dizcussing of codes of ethics may help
with clarifcation of yel a third sepss
nl standard —that of group norms,

L5 jourealizts, like members of
every other formalor informal group,
uperate within a 07 of undecstood
copventions that govern behavier,
FEvery group, from childecn playing
together to committess designated to
perform a certain Lask, has largely
unstated expectations of how all
parple wiliiin che group should arda
per form. Qe must internalize guide-
limes L be part of the geoup, althowgh
thoze guidelines may be as diverse as
being willing to play make helieve
with echer children, being motivated
to complets the appointed task, or
believieg that the public ought to
have newsworthy information.

Qfter, when journalists believe that
a colleague has violated some
“standzacd” of bebavier, they are nos
referting to the violation of a faw or
staled policy. Standaxd, in this senss,
means something liks, “this is oor
usnal pracrice,”

While these standards nsually con-
form to legal minimums, they may be
extrs-legal or quasi-legal as well, For
example, journalistic surreptitioons
taping ol 1elephope conversations
may be within acceptable conven-
ticnal standards among some jour
nalists even when il s not allowed by
same state laws Activities sueh as
teespassing inte unlocked offices,
scanning fles on officialg’ desks, and

sterpling tevernmental secrets are
lesally guiestionabihy, bal are accep
Lethade by comnvention in some journal-
st cireles

Dther corveentional standsrds de
el canllet with kaw, bot cannot be
staded s minimurm expectations For
exampbe, how g fowrnalist decidoes
learwe heaed o st puash Dor infor-
rabon o registant story souree,
whether to tracde inlocimation with &
snnree, how and when it is accepta-
e o go il the record’, how one
Judlges astaryto be newsworthy, how
ofee judpges information Lo le refe-
vant, aod what makes for a fair and
Teiaieeedd presentation of the avaiis-
bie Facrs are all judgments mads ar
1.-:]".]!]'? eI s.

Conforming to "usual practice” is
nul partcnlarly praissworthy, so
merehers aleeady inculeatod with
conventions] standards tend not to
notice bebavior thal fiks Lhe norm,
And, whils group members do notice
deviant behavior, a joarnglist’s de-
vianee is mare likely to cause discus-
sion e the stacodard Uhan i is b corn-
clude in the journalist’s dismissal 17
Lthe porrs ace not arliculabed, group
members tend 1o think that all who
share their afiliation (all U5 jour
nalists, all members of a speoific news
organization, all investigative repor-
ters) accent the conventicnal stand-
ards thar goevern their own actions.

Soowhile eodes can provide work-
ing journalisbs with statemeonts of
mirmuens and perceived deals, the
cofdes can dlse help journalists
absiractand articulate these “wnder
stond” conventions of the business,
Those who cogage in ahstracting or
aralbvzing the conventioos becomo
mare saphisticated practitioners as
they do the analbylic, critical work of
developing and justifving criteria for

Judging seme hehaviors aeceptable

anclothers ot The verv loose naturs
af the U5 journabstic group along
with Conatitutional freedoms guaran

tees that Lhore will never bea national
decument of usual practice that has
full growp agreement, By, that does




Conceplual Analysis

moel aletract froon the worch of
attermpring Lo abstract and analsze
conventional behavier, For both the
miinunn and ideal codes, the pur
Jrese @5 o product—a st of criteris
apainst which one can respectively

<<

Judge Mamewnri by and prageworthy
activily, Thi pucpese of the doc-
moell of asaal practice is Lhe process
itsell—Lhe critical analysis of the pro-
fession by praciitioners.
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The Case Against
Mass Media Codes
of Ethics

By lay Blazk, Utah State University
Ralpn 0. Bamey, Brigham Young Universicy

Ofnalghes Frovr Fivst Amevdaneni considerad fons aived fiem et p e tal
eyl are wtilized So sigoestfeg haf wdiotensr Do codes of vihics
aoitip ot for e mass medio, they reprosest serinns difticultics In
incwleating sabstantio! ethical values i fudividual fmorelists g in
the prgfession ws o whole Feldeyee from develupaentol PEpcholugy
stgesls thal codes wre probably of sene mited valiee to the neophpte
worbiiyy in the medio, Codes ofso olp gssuie poe-petrnilists that the
sty vealiy i ooticemeed abont ethics. Hoiceoer, codes probabily showdd
e Fodeguted toon framed weall b Werhg RO ek e eeadiste aeha o
i cernceed begond Sl Snleenships, Confislon FeTs B codes ave
aften Yearkded onoansradistic vather an moral pdedosophieal Bases. mued
Fhewe ds ar Bditrving bedivewn generad precepls e spreeific proctives oomererd
o oonfes As Gl Bl ! professionnls matieve inteflectiatiyand etfeion iy,
Phey shanld trasseend  sociolly approved oonven Boaes cadified by
“regrdectrs, " and begin b becoane social catalypsts fn their owm ringhls,

arcereedineg fo thEE eesny

I the recently published mass com-
munications texthook by one af this
paper's authors (Black & Whitney,
1953, po 4320, a lengthy section
deveted to the hislory of vatious
mass media codes ofethics conelpded
thal;

ol seemr fo ave certo i clamen s
im commmcn: They have fine iF any
teetli; they are Both anenforveed andd
wnforceable. They mre dnowmbent
wpon wmenthers only, and the only
snhctive $hat con be applicd agains!
o member i erpadsion frimn wmem
dership, seanetimes o small pevalty
The codes tegd tobe bland statements
drditn e in reaponse foarhide dis
enehanineen b adih media operalons,

At hest, they are o stopipap of seiise
wias selCregilniion in the kope that
seamehowe thelr platilides will satish [
btk publie eritics and groernmment s
fempiation b raplole

By their existence, they ave an
altemnt o arpentize, o standardize,
el o codify etivics. This s a lorge
order avid, tn the complexity af Tnsti-
tart il Tzed mass media, comprises
really ool o olfhiny measure
tarervd e vagictaliom that medie are
trigine o aveid. Codes arise i
vespoitae 86 palaie demand, bl they
ave franmed o cause the lens! com-
LT

The same argument has heen
heard freguently of late, a period
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