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Like Mom and apple pie, no one can find fault with the ideal of com-
passion. But, if compassion involves acting in the interest of a particular
individual in need, compassion is an ideal only for individuals who are
working on their own time. Acting in the interest of particular individu-
als in need is not morally acceptable for a social institution or for an agent

" working on behalf of a social institution.

Here I will discuss how compassionate action on behalf of particular in-
dividuals creates ethical problems for the social institution of journalism
and how that action can keep news organizations from delivering the
news.

Moral Responsibility Defined

What it means for one to act in a morally responsible way is that the per-
son or institution meets the minimalistic moral dictate: “Do your job and
don’t cause unjustified harm.” This dictate threads through the major
Western moral theories regardless of their subtle distinctions; it also binds
major moral traditions of the East and West.

“Do your job” means one should meet all role-related responsibilities.
Every legitimate role carries with it definable responsibilities and priv-
leges. This is true for formal professional roles such as journalist, profes-

«* sor, or lawyer. The journalist has the special role of providing citizens with
information they need to know for self governance; the professor has the
special role of teaching thinking skills and a body of knowledge to post-
secondary students; the lawyer has the special role of serving as a knowl-
edgeable advocate for individuals who encounter the judicial system. The
special privileges of journalists include being able to ask questions of in-
dividuals that would be, by convention, out of line if others asked the
same question; the professor can judge the quality of students’ work and
can significantly impact students’ lives through evaluation; the lawyer can
keep secrets on behalf of the client that would be illegal for others to keep.
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“Do your job” also means that one should meet all role-related respon-
sibilities within informal, non-professional roles, such as parent, life’s
partner, friend, student, or citizen. “Do your job” is some of what is found
in the deontological precept that morality is based on one’s intentionally
acting out of a sense of duty.

The second half of the moral dictate required for minimal moral re-
sponsibility, “Don’t cause unjustified harm,” is consistent with the deon-
tological moral tradition as well in that when harm is caused, it can often
be justified that one acted as one’s duty required. The law enforcement of-
ficer who causes pain to a suspect and deprives him of freedom through
a legitimate arrest is undoubtedly doing the right thing from a perspec-
tive of duty ethics.

The consequentialist would not disagree about the: correctness of the
law enforcement officer’s actions. The officer has acted in a way that pro-
motes social utility. As long as the principles of justice were upheld—the
suspect has been awarded due process—then the arrest, while harmful to
the individual, is consistent with acting in regard for the greatest good for
the greatest number.

The moral dictate, “Do your job and don’t cause unjustified harm,” is
also consistent with virtue ethics. Of course, virtue ethics would expect
more than this minimalist morality. But, a good person doing well, from
a virtuous perspective, would, at least, be morally required to meet his or
her moral responsibilities and do so in a way that did not impinge on oth-
ers in an unjustified way.

This statement of basic moral responsibility is also in line with Eastern
philosophies. The sense of persons acting appropriately when they are
acting in harmony with self, the spirit, and nature (a basic tenet of
Buddhism), fulfills their mission in the world (do your job) and does so
in a way that keeps forces in harmony (does not cause unjustified harm).

From an examination of the moral dictate within virtue and Eastern the-
ories it becomes clear that one may, and often should, do more than that
which is dictated by minimalist morality. Doing more makes a person

morally praiseworthy. But, persons are morally blameworthy if they fail
to meet their moral responsibilities. They are morally blameworthy if they
fail to do this, regardless of the good things that they may be doing in ad-
dition.

The Moral Dictate Applied to Journalism

The job of the journalist in democratic societies is to tell people what
they need to know so that they can participate in self-governance. Some

justified harm is necessarily caused by joumnalists doing their jobs.
People—including innocent people—are harmed when journalists ex-
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pose corrupt public officials. But this harm caused is justified by the citi-
zens’ need to know important information about their government.
However, harm caused becomes less justified the further the story is from
the job of journalists. For example, a feature story on how a child genius
fared as an adult may well

cause harm if the publicity is

- unwanted. This harm cannot

Compassionate reporting  bejustified by appeal to the so-

BN o gege cial mission—the job—of jour-
results’in unj ustified nalism. Citizens do not have a
harm when news need to know the fate of a pri-

organizations participate V2 individual, except in ex-

in the same kind of

traordinary  circumstances.
The harm, in that case, is un-

institutional unfairness jule s O
: it njustified harm can

they are Ofte_n s,eekn}g, caused when a news organiza-

to expose. .fﬁ .f'ﬁ ’ tion promotes the cause of an

individual in need. The harm

is caused to others in like situ-

ations who cannot get like as-
sistance. The harm is also caused ‘to the consumers of news.
Compassionate reporting results in unjustified harm when news organi-
zations participate in the same kind of institutional unfaimess they are
often seeking to expose. Consumers are harmed—indeed deceived—
when they are led to believe that such cases of need are extraordinary; cit-
izens are harmed when they are given dramatic stories of individual dis-
tress rather than the stories that could lead to changes in public policy. In
this respect, compassion gets in the way of journalists doing their jobs.

Examples of Compassionate Reporting
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A cute, White, 6-year-old girl from the suburbs of Portland, Maine,
Norma Lynn Peterson, was introduced to the community as she prepared

* for a fund-raising potluck supper on her behalf (Elliott et al., 1991). Norma

Lynn needed a liver transplant; she was on the list as a candidate at the
Pittsburgh transplant center. Relatively speaking, she was in pretty good
shape. .

Ag a result of coverage by the three network affiliates and the newspa-
per, the Portland community opened its hearts and checkbooks to Norma
Lynn. Five months after the initial coverage, Norma Lynn had a new liver,
more than $100,000 in private donations, free air ambulance service to and
from Pittsburgh, a camcorder, and a purebred puppy.
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A Dartmouth biology professor, Cristopher Reed, needed a bone mar-
row transplant to combat leukemia. News media were quick to respond
with front page and top of the hour stories about the popular professor’s
desperate search for an unrelated donor. Several hundred people showed
up to be tested for the possibility that their marrow might match that of
the sick professor, each with the $75 in hand that the commercial marrow
bank required to check for a suitable match. No local match was found for
Christopher Reed, who soon died from his illness, but the marrow bank
had hundreds of new potential donors to add to its computer list.

The Burlington (VT) Free Press covered the story of Sue Jackman, a vi-
vacious 30-year-old wife and mother who needed a bone marrow trans-
plant to combat breast cancer (Elliott et al., 1991). Finding a donor was no
problem in this case, as this was to be an autologous transplant: Jackman
would be both donor and recipient. The problem was a balky insurance
company. Her insurer, Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Vermont, called the
treatment “experimental” and refused to pay. Within two months of the

news coverage, Sue Jackman had received $20,000 in private donations

and the insurance company had been pressured into becoming the first in
the Blue Cross/Blue Shield family to cover bone marrow transplant for
the treatment of breast cancer.

. A Houston Chronicle reporter, Dianna Hunt, wrote an article on the prob-
lems that pregnant women have accessing drug treatment. In the process
of doing the story, Dianna championed the case of “Bridget,” a cocaine
addict in her eighth month of pregnancy. Repeated calls by Dianna Hunt
to hospital administrators, social workers, and a judge resulted in an in-
patient placement for the pregnant addict (Elliot, 1990).

On the surface, these sound like success stories, the kind of stories that
news organizations like to point out to prove that they do more than pub-
lish just the bad news. But, each of these stories is problematic. Each is an
example of compassion getting in the way of journalists doing their jobs.

The journalistic job is to fulfill the unique role that news media play in
society. In the United States, as well as in other democratic countries, cit-
izens are given the opportunity to take an active part in running their
country. So, the news media’s primary social function is to tell people
what they need to know for self-governance.

- News media can do many things besides meeting their social function.

They can supply the comics and advice columns and human interest sto-
ries and the sports pages. But no matter how good a job they are doing at
these tasks, if they’re not telling people what they need to know for self
governance, they’re not a mass market news publication or program. The
basic moral responsibility for news media is that they do this unique job.

News organizations meet their social function well or they meet it
badly. How well they’re doing their jobs can differ from day to day and
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from story to story. But getting clear on the primary moral responsibiiity
for news organizations makes it easier to see what is wrong with com-
passionate journalism.

Norma Lynn Peterson’s Liver Transplant

Citizens need to know some things about solid organ transplantation,
about when it is indicated and when it is not. Voters need to understand
the kinds of problems that result in children’s livers dying at such a young
age, particularly as many of those problems are genetically based and dis-
coverable prior to birth.

Citizens need to know about how and why extraordinary health-care
procedures like organ transplants are funded. They need to know why
they are so expensive and need to understand the intense competition
among health-care centers that have resulted in 164 heart transplant cen-
ters and 114 liver transplant centers nationally, with three or more com-
peting transplant centers in the same city in some instances. Citizens need
to know that transplant centers consider financial as well as clinical fac-
tors in determining if someone is a suitable candidate for transplantation.
People need to know that people who would be candidates for transplant,
clinically speaking, are excluded because they lack funding for such ex-
traordinary care.

Citizens need to know how and why allocations of the limited resources
of organs are made as they are. Stories are needed to show what can be
done to encourage donation at the time of death and they need to know
how candidates for transplants use politics, money, and the news media
to jump ahead in line and, thus, decrease their waiting time for an organ.

These weren't the stories told in Norma Lynn Peterson’s case. In fact, in
2 1/2 hours of television time and several hundred newspaper column
inches, readers weren't even told that Norma Lynn’s parents had insur-
ance that paid 80% of her medical costs. Nor were they told that when
Norma Lynn was recovering from transplant surgery under the glow of
television lights and public attention, a 24-year-old woman from Portland
became Maine’s first recipient of a heart-lung transplant. After the heart-

" lung recipient died during surgery, her husband prepared to hitchhike
home to their 4-year-old daughter. He didn’t have the money for bus fare.

" Christopher Reed and Bone Marrow Donation

Citizens need to know how bone marrow donation differs from solid
organ donation. They need to know that bone marrow donors need to be
living donors and that bone marrow, like other blood products, replenishes.

Citizens need to know that unlike the single government-regulated net-
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work relating to solid organ transplantation, there are several bone mar-
row registries intemationally, and at least two unrelated registries in the
United States. They need to know that potential recipients are charged to
search their computer indices
for a possible matches. They
need to know that bone mar-

row registries charge between /Stories of human need
$45 and $75 for potential ad 't :
donors to be typed and added tend to be l:ep or.ted ey
to the computer list and that way that is ultlmately
most of these donations come one sided and heroic
from media-led community sge

sipeals o 1l ol bty rather than critical and
individual. They need to thoughtful.
know that these searches

rarely turn up a donor for the

local person in need.

These, again, were not the stories that New Hampshire audiences were
told during the futile fight to save Christopher Reed'’s life. Like natural
disaster stories, the stories of human need tend to be reported in a way
that is ultimately one sided and heroic rather than critical and thoughtful.

Sue Jackman and The Insurance Company

Citizens need to know that all medical payers, whether insurance com-
panies, state Medicaid systems, or the federal govemnment, work from a
set of limited resources. Some medical care is provided; other medical
care is not. Citizens need to know the criteria by which this rationing is
done and how to have input to influence those criteria. If insurance com-
panies or other third-party payers are pressured into providing extraor-
dinary need for one person, other people with less visible or public need
will be quietly neglected. Some needy people will give up something to
help other needy people.

The readers of the Sue Jackman stories weren’t told about this.
According to the medical director of Vermont Blues Cross/Blue Shield
(personal communication, January, 1992), at the current rate that health
insurance costs and salaries are rising, by the year 2004 it will cost em-
ployers in the state of Vermont more to provide health coverage than it
will cost them to pay their workers. That is, the benefits package will be

~more than 100% of the salary rate. The medical director said that he felt
that he had no control over the rising medical costs and an ever-growing
list of expensive procedures to cover. Yet, he had the continuing respon-
sibility to keep paying the bills. Consumers of news and medical services
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need to know that changes in how we fund health care are required by
sheer economics. They need to know how to add their voices to the deci-
sions being made.

Bridget, the Pregnant Cocaine Addict

Citizens need to know why treatment is so difficult to access by preg-
nant cocaine addicts. As with transplantation, they need to know how pri-
orities in social services are determined, why some people get assistance
and others do not. As many of these organizations receive funding

- through United Way or other charitable
groups, citizens need to know how well
their philanthropic dollar is used when
they are approached for the annual

Telling the policy fund raiser.

o This isn’t the story Houston Chronicle
StOI'y is the moral readers got. Instead, they learned what

l‘ESpOl’lSibility Of§ - can be achieved by one person in need
: : y if a news organization throws its
the journalist, , welght ettt

It’s obvious in each of these cases that
these “policy” stories would have de-
tracted from the human drama stories.

But, telling the policy story is the moral responsibility of the journalist.
The death-defying medical miracle stories are the easy stories to tell. They
see one sided and narrow in scope. And, they are not part of what it
means for journalists to be meeting the primary social function of jour-
nalism.

Stories of Compassion and the Problem of Justice

Even if journalists did tell citizens the necessary policy stories, journal-

ists should not tell the stories of individual need. The problem is one of
justice.
! News organizations can’t provide the same kind of coverage for every
person in similar need. Even if news organizations were willing to help
fund raise for every case, it wouldn’t work. Eventually, the philanthropic
dollar is used up. Sooner, rather than later, people tire of hearing the same
story and stop shelling out. Also, not every ill person or family is consti-
tuted to fund raise on behalf of his or her life. That makes death the price
paid for privacy.

Individuals need to be compassionate; institutions, like news organiza-
tions, need to be fair. There’s a subtle irony created when news media act
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for the benefit of a single individual. In both the Sue Jackman vs.
Insurance Company story and in the pregnant drug addict story, journal-
ists were appalled that institutions didn't help these individuals in need.

This joumnalistic instinct to hold a corporation and a social service sys-
tem accountable was in line with journalists doing their job. It is hard to
justify a govemnment or an agency denying treatment without compelling
evidence that the denied treatment differs in kind from that which is
being provided.

The journalists’ demand for accountability asks, “How can these pow-
erful institutions care for some and leave others to die?” )

In a similar way, when news media do the Sue story and the Bridget
story and ignore the Luther story because Luther is not an attractive story
subject and turn down the Nancy story because a story like that was done
last month, the news organization becomes just one more of those pow-
erful institutions that care for some and leave others to die.

Stories of Compassion and Moral Theory Based on Care

There is a danger that such stories of misplaced compassion might be
confused as consistent with a moral theory that is based on care rather
than justice. The morality of care is thought to be a morality of relation-
ships between specific individuals as contrasted with the morality of
rights competing among strangers. But, morality of care does not imply
patemalism (or maternalism). According to Gilligan (1982):

In women’s development, the absolute of care, defined initially as
not hurting others, becomes complicated through a recognition of
the need for personal integrity. This recognition gives rise to the
claim for equality embodied in the concept of rights, which changes
the understanding of relationships and transforms the definition of
care. (p. 166}

Caring does not imply an abdication of professional duties. For exam-
ple, in speaking of a lawyer who construes her job within a morality of
care, Dana and Rand Jack (1988) wrote, “Recognizing her lack of power
to.control what happens to other people, Carol places boundaries around
her feelings of personal responsibility. Her limitation of responsibility al-
lows her to feel care without guilt and pain each time a negative result oc-
curs” (pp. 283-284).

One can legitimately care in the process of doing one’s job without in-
terpreting that care as a need to take responsibility for the needs of indi-
viduals encountered in the process of doing one’s job. Institutions can ex-
press care and compassion by going beyond their social function to offer
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