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Doing Ethics in Journalism 
 
 
Accuracy  

Checklist 
 

• Do you have a high level of confidence about the facts in your story and 
the sources that are providing them? If not, can you tell your story in a 
more accurate manner? If you have any doubts about your sources, can 
you delete them or replace them and achieve a higher likelihood of 
reliability? 

• Have you attributed or documented all facts? 
• Have you double-checked the key facts? 
• Can you provide the properly spelled name and accurate telephone 

number of every source cited? 
• Are you highly confident that all the factual statements in your story 

reflect the truth? 
• Are you prepared to defend publicly your fact checking and whatever 

other measures were taken to verify your story? 
• Are the quotes in your story presented fairly, in context? 
• Are you quoting anonymous sources? Why are you using those sources? 

Are you prepared to defend publicly the use of those sources? 
• Are you using any material, documents or pictures provided by 

anonymous sources? Why? What is your level of confidence about the 
validity of this material? Are you prepared to defend publicly the use of 
that material? 

• Have you described persons, minority groups, races, cultures, nations, or 
segments of society – e.g. business-people, Vietnam veterans, cheerleaders 
– using stereotypical adjectives? Are such descriptions accurate and 
meaningful in the context presented? 

• Have you used potentially objectionable language or pictures in your 
story? Is there a compelling reason for using such information? Would the 
story be less accurate if that language or picture were eliminated? 

• Do your headlines (or broadcast promos or teases) accurately present the 
facts and context of the story to which they are referring? 
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Fairness 

Checklist 
 

• Is the meaning distorted by over- or under-emphasis? 
• Are facts and quotations in proper context? 
• Have you given this story the length and display appropriate to its 

importance, and have you presented it with dignity and professionalism? 
• Are the headlines and teases warranted by the text of the stories? 
• Have you done your best to report all sides of the story, not just one side 

or, just as problematic, two artificially polarized points of view? 
• Have you been compassionate in your reporting? 
• Have all relevant people, particularly those who may be affected or 

harmed by the story, been given an opportunity to reply? If they have not 
been reached or have no comment, have you explained why in the story? 

• If sources are not fully identified, is there a justifiable reason? 
• When substantive efforts or distortions appear in your paper or on the air, 

do you admit and correct them voluntarily, promptly and with a 
prominence comparable to that given the inaccurate statement or 
statements? 

• Are you fostering an open dialogue with your readers, viewers and 
listeners? Do others, both in the newsroom and outside it, feel the story is 
fair to those involved? 
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Diversity 

Checklist 
 
The following questions, protocols and recommendations for handling issues of 
diversity come from a variety of sources, including the Seattle Times, the Poynter 
Institute for Media Studies and KRON_TV in San Francisco. 
 
Seattle Times Diversity Checklist: 
For beat reporters: 

• As I examine and explore my coverage area, how do I assess its 
importance in the lives of people in various groups throughout the area? 

• Do I attempt to find out how the actions of the agency or organization I 
cover affect people in diverse populations in our community? 

• Do I communicate with my editor about ways to broaden our focus, so 
the newspaper looks at this beat with an eye toward the variety of stories 
we could produce? 

• Do I seek stories that originate with the members of the community 
affected by this agency or organization, rather than from the players 
within the organization? 

• How do I expand my own lists of contacts and sources? 
 
On general assignment: 

• How do I seek story ideas? In what ways can I expand the types of 
people, places and organizations from which I draw story ideas and 
angles? 

• Where do my assignments come from? How connected are we to various 
demographic groups in our area? How receptive are we to story 
suggestions? 

• How well do I make use of diverse sources? How do I attempt to expand 
the paper’s ability to tap those sources? 

• How do I expand my own lists of contacts and sources? 
 
For editors: 

• Am I making diversity a clear priority in the assignment and scheduling 
stories? 

• Am I giving reporters the time to pursue diverse sources and stories? 
• Do I get out of the office in an effort to develop my own sources and 

contacts in diverse communities? 
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• Am I challenging my own and others’ notions of what constitutes news, 
in the effort to avoid ethnocentrism? 

• Do I seek input from a variety of people within the newsroom evaluating 
stories and story ideas? 

 
On a story: 

• Have I discussed with my editor the possibilities for achieving a sense of 
diversity in this story? 

• Have I sought diverse sources for this story? 
• Have I allowed preconceived ideas to limit my efforts to include diversity? 
• Am I employing “tokenism,” allowing one person to represent a 

community, or am I seeking true diversity? 
• Am I furthering stereotypes – or battling stereotypes – as I seek diversity? 
• Am I telling the truth as I see it? 
• Am I serving the reader first or foremost? 
• What are the likely consequences of publication? Who will be hurt and 

who will be helped? 
• Will I be able to clearly and honestly explain – not rationalize – my 

decision to anyone who challenges it? 
• Do I communicate with my editor about ways to broaden our focus, so 

that the newspaper looks at this beat with an eye toward its importance in 
the lives of groups/populations in our area? 

 
 
Making Connections: A Strategy for Connecting with Diverse 
Communities 
Aly Colon, The Poynter Institute  
 
Specialists 
Contact local diversity and/or race relations specialists. Check universities, 
institutes, diversity consulting firms, companies known for diversity efforts. 
Meet with diverse people in your own organization.  
 
Organizations 
Contact local organizations that represent diverse groups, i.e. Hispanic Chamber 
of Commerce, African American Coalition, Asian-American Association, the 
Deaf Center, etc. 
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Publications and broadcasts 
Meet with publishers/editors of locally-based publications (newspapers) 
 
Leaders 
Ask everyone you meet who they respect as knowledgeable people in their 
communities. Seek out unofficial leaders. 
 
List 
Create a list of people who you can turn to in diverse communities who 
represent different perspectives within their groups. 
 
Visits 
Visit communities different from your own. Eat at ethnic restaurants. Shop at 
ethnic stores. Meet the owners. 
 
Contact 
Remain in regular contact with people on your diversity list. Meet them for 
coffee, tea, breakfast or lunch, in their communities.  
 
 
Racial Identification Guidelines 
Keith Woods, The Poynter Institute 
 
The use of racial identifiers in the media was for decades a means of singling out 
those who were not white. The practice helped form and fuel stereotypes and 
continues today to push a wedge between people. We can handle this delicate 
material better if we flag every racial reference and ask these questions: 
 
• Is it relevant? 

Race is relevant when the story is about race. Just because people in conflict 
are of different races does not mean that is the source of their dispute. A 
story about interracial dating, however, is a story about race. 
 

• Have I explained the relevance? 
Journalists too frequently assume that readers will know the significance of 
race in stories. The result is often radically different interpretations. That is 
imprecise journalism, and its harm may be magnified by the lens of race. 
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• Is it free of codes? 
Be careful not to use welfare, inner city, underprivileged, blue collar, conservative, 
suburban, exotic, middle class, Uptown, South Side or wealthy as euphemisms for 
racial groups. By definition, the White House is in the inner city. Say what 
you mean. 
 

• Are racial identifiers used evenly? 
If the race of a person charging discrimination is important, then so is the 
race of the person being charged.  
 

• Should I consult someone of another race/ethnicity? 
Consider another question: Do I have expertise on other races/cultures? If 
not, broaden your perspective by asking someone who knows something 
about your subject. Why should we treat reporting on racial issues any 
differently from reporting on an area of science or religion that we do not 
know well? 

 
 
The KRON-TV Multi-Cultural Policy suggests the following guidelines to 
writing and reporting: 
• Ask your subject what he or she wants to be called. 
• Avoid references to race in a story unless it is relevant. 
• Avoid inflammatory language. 
• Avoid stereotypes. 
• Avoid double standards. 
• Avoid repeating irrelevant information given by a source. 
• Use care when using the term “minority.” 
• Be thoughtful and considerate of people’s differences. 
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Source/Reporter Relationships 

Checklist 
 

• All else being equal, provide full identity of your news sources. The story 
is more credible, and future sources will recognize your basic ground 
rules. Generally, confidentiality should be granted only to protect 
someone who is relatively powerless or who is in a position to lose the 
capacity to continue as a solid source of information. In addition, the 
story should be of overriding public importance.  

• Make sure sources understand the basic ground rules concerning on-the-
record, off-the-record, not-for-attribution, etc. 

• Do not abuse naïve news sources, and don’t be abused by sophisticated 
ones. Don’t put words in their mouths, but at the same time don’t let 
them dictate to you only the story they want to tell. You’re a journalist, 
not a flack. 

• Before promising confidentiality, try to obtain the same information from 
sources willing to be quoted. 

• Do not permit “after the fact” requests for confidentiality. 
• Don’t let anonymous sources use the cloak of anonymity to attack other 

individuals or organizations. 
• Make sure you understand your newsroom’s policy on confidentiality 

before promising it to sources. You may need the consent of your editors, 
and/or you may have to share the source’s identity with your supervisor. 
Professional burdens of trust must expand to include the reporter, editor, 
and sources, always with an eye to the needs of the public. 

• Once you promise confidentiality, keep your promise. Ask yourself how 
far you and your news organization are willing to go to keep that promise. 
Are you willing to tell your source that he/she and you are likely to be 
subpoenaed in case of a libel or invasion-of-privacy suit? Are you willing 
to go to jail? 

• Always bear in mind the power of the press when dealing with sources. 
You are in a position to cause harm or benefit. Use that power with great 
discretion. Do your sources know you are a reporter? Do you and they 
assume that everything they reveal is fair game for publication? 

• Are you willing to spell out in your news stories the methods you used to 
gain information from sources and why you may be protecting 
confidentiality? 
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Conflicts of Interest 

Checklist 
 
Because of the enormous responsibility journalists have to the public, they must 
be aware of any situations that create a real or perceived conflict of interest. 
Individual journalists must weigh their obligations against the impact of: 

• Involvement in particular activities 
• Affiliation with causes or organizations 
• Acceptance of favors or preferential treatment 
• Financial investments 
• Outside employment 
• Friendships 

 
Newspapers and broadcasters play a dual role in a community, as journalists and 
as corporate citizens. While these roles are not mutually exclusive, media leaders 
must guard with vigilance their organizations’ stewardship role in society. They 
must also insure that their primary obligation to the public is not eroded by 
other legitimate goals, such as: 

• A quest for economic gain 
• The interest of being a good corporate citizen 
• The concern for their own employees 
• The desire to be competitive in the marketplace 

 
In the end, individual journalists might do well to ask themselves: 

• Am I being independent? 
• Could my action harm my integrity or my organization’s integrity? 
• Is the mere appearance of a conflict enough to diminish my credibility? 
• Am I willing to publicly disclose any potential conflicts? 
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Privacy 

Checklist 
 

• How important is the information I am seeking? Does the public have a 
right to know? A need to know? Merely a desire to know? 

• What level of protection do individuals involved in the story deserve? 
How much harm might they receive? Are they involved in the news event 
by choice or by happenstance? 

• How would I feel if I were being subjected to the same scrutiny? 
• Do I know the facts of the story well enough? What else do I need to 

know? 
• What can I do to minimize the privacy invasion and the harm? Can I 

broaden the focus of the story by including more “victims,” thereby 
minimizing harm to a select few? Can I postpone the story without 
significantly jeopardizing information to the public? 

• Do I need to include in the decision making other individuals to gain 
more perspective? 

• Should I be focusing more on the system failure or the big-issue picture as 
opposed to focusing intensely on individuals? 

• Can I clearly and fully justify my thinking and decision? To those directly 
affected? To the public? 
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Deception 

Checklist 
 

What does it mean to lie? Ethicist Sissela Bok wrote an outstanding book 
on this subject, called Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life. In that book, 
she says lying is one form of deception. “I shall define as a lie any intentionally 
deceptive message which is stated.” The act of deception, Bok says, can be much 
broader. “When we undertake to deceive others intentionally, we communicate 
messages meant to mislead them, meant to make them believe what we ourselves 
do not believe. We can do so through gesture, through disguise by means of 
action or inaction, even through silence.”  

In an effort to determine when the use of deception at whatever level 
might be justified by journalists, the participants in an ethical decision making 
seminar at The Poynter Institute for Media Studies created the following criteria:  
 When is deception by a journalist justified? What are the criteria for a 
“Justified Lie?” To justify a lie or deception one must fulfill all of the 
criteria. 

• When the information sought is of profound importance. It must be of 
vital public interest, such as revealing great “system failure” at the top 
levels, or it must prevent profound harm to individuals.  

• When all other alternatives to obtaining the same information have been 
exhausted. 

• When the journalists involved are willing to fully and openly disclose the 
nature of the deception and the reason for it to those involved and to the 
public. 

• When the individuals involved and their news organizations apply 
excellence, through outstanding craftsmanship as well as the commitment 
of time and funding needed to fully pursue the story. 

• When the harm prevented by the information revealed through deception 
outweighs any harm caused by the act of deception. 

• When the journalists involved have conducted a meaningful, 
collaborative, and deliberative decision making process in which they 
weigh: 

o The consequences (short- and long-term) of the deception on those 
being deceived 

o The impact on journalistic credibility 
o The motivations for their actions 
o The deceptive act in relation to their editorial mission 
o The legal implications of the action 
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Photojournalism 

Checklist 
 
Questions to ask before taking a photo or recording on videotape: 

• Am I invading someone’s privacy? If so, is it for an appropriate reason? 
• Is this a private moment of pain and suffering that needs to be seen by 

our readers or viewers? 
• Does this photo tell the story I want? 
• Would another photo before more appropriate? 
• Am I shooting at a distance that is not obtrusive or potentially 

revictimizing individuals? 
• Am I acting with compassion and sensitivity? 

 
Questions to ask prior to publication/broadcast: 

• Do I need more information about facts or context? 
• Is there information missing from the content of the photo? 
• What is the news value of the photo? 
• What is the motivation for publishing the photo or using the video image? 
• What are the ethical and legal concerns? 
• Who will be offended? Does such offense outweigh the value of 

presenting the image? 
• What are the possible consequences of using the photo? 
• How would I react if I were in the photo? 
• Are there any alternative ways to present the information to minimize 

harm while still telling the story in a clear way? 
• Will we be able to justify our actions? 

 


