











The Problem of Compassionate Journalism

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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