




















































. 'The Elements of Journalism 

Journalists must make the 
significant interesting and relevant. 

' ' ... This classic way of posing the question of engagement-as information 
versus storytelling, or what people need versus what people want-is a 

distortion. This is not how journalism is practiced , journalists told us. Nor is it, we 
believe, how people come to the news . The evidence suggests most people want 
both .... 

Storytelling and information are not contradictory. They are better understood 
as two points on a continuum of communicating .... Most journalism, like most 
communication, exists in the middle. The journalists ' task is to find the way to 
make the significant interesting for each story and finding the right mix of the 
serious and the less serious that offers an account of the day. Perhaps it is best 
understood this way: Journalism is storytelling with a purpose. That purpose is to 
provide people with information they need to understand the world. The first 
challenge is finding the information that people need to live their lives. The 
second is to make it meaningful, relevant, and engaging .... 

If journalism can be both significant and engaging, if people do not basically 
want it one way or the other, why does the news so often fall short? A litany of 
problems stand in the way of news being delivered compellingly: haste, igno­
rance, laziness , formula, bias, cultural blinders . Writing a story well, outside of the 
box of the inverted pyramid, takes time. It is, in the end, a strategic exercise that 
involves more than just plugging facts into short, declarative sentences. And time 
is a luxury of which journalists today feel they have less and less .... 

Even if reporters are given the time to report and write , there is the question 
of space in the paper or time on the newscast. With news organizations convinced 
that ever-shortening attention spans require ever-shorter stories, it is difficult for 
a reporter to get the space and time necessary to tell a story right .... 

The evidence suggests that attracting audiences by being merely engaging will 
fail as a business strategy for journalism over the long term for three simple 
reasons. The first problem is that if you feed people only trivia and entertainment, 
you will wither the appetite and expectations of some people for anything else .... 
The second long-term problem with the strategy of infotainment is that it destroys 
the news organization's authority to deliver more serious news and drives away 
those audiences who want it ... . 

Finally, the infotainment strategy is faulty as a business plan because when you 
turn your news into entertainment, you are playing to the strengths of other media 
rather than your own. How can the news ever compete with entertainment on 
entertainment 's terms? Why would it want to? The value and allure of news is 
different. It is based on relevance. The strategy of infotainment, though it may 
attract an audience in the short run and may be cheap to produce, will build a 
shallow audience because it is built on form, not substance. Such an audience will 
switch to the next "most exciting" thing because it was built on the spongy ground 

of excitement in the first place .... ' ' 
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'The Elements of Journalism' 

Why Has Journalism Abandoned Its Observer's Role? 
'The mirrorer was viewed as fat to be trimmed, and was.' 

By Jon Franklin 

eporters, who are in the best position to pick up the 
entiments of readers and would-be readers , often 
omplain to me that the public no longer sees us as 

either engaging or relevant. Complaints, however, are rarely 
followed by any serious analytical thought about how we got 
into this sor11' mess and how we might somehow climb out 
of it. Perhaps the Kovach and Rosenstiel book will help focus 
our minds. 

The obvious villain , of course, is the news industry and its 
collective lust after very high profits. The last era of relatively 
good (relevant and engaging) newspaper journalism rose in 
the late 1960's and survived until the early 1980's when "The 
Age of Gannett" began and ushered in a crackdown by 
publishers, who 'd complained bitterly during the 1970's 
that they had lost control over their editors and reporters . 

Perhaps this disjunction between reporters ' and publish­
ers ' perspectives on how news can be conveyed engagingly 
should not surprise us. This is , after all , a business in which 
advertisers , not subscribers, pay the fare. And this fact 
creates the central fallacy of the business. When a reader 
pulls the Daily Blatt out of the box, he or she perceives the 
transaction in an innocent simplicity. The reader bought the 
paper, right? But, in fact, the major financial transaction 
happened when the publisher sold the readers ' attention to 
advertisers for many times the value of the coins put in the 
box. 

So it is that the journalistic content of the newspaper is 
ultimately a loss leader. And the shrewd businessperson 
strives to make loss leaders as formulaic, efficient and cheap 
as possible. The rise of Gannett-think brought this insight 
into sharp focus. The scope of the newsroom was inexorably 
narrowed ; the once-sacred role of the reporter as observer­
analyst was transmogrified into that of information gatherer; 
the most compliant editors were promoted; the chain of 
command became six notches more militaristic, and hot­
button news flowered into a star-crazy sensationalism. 

When I was a young reporter-, I was taught that the 
function of a newspaper was to report news and mirror 
society. This was in the mid-1960 's, when Nicholas von 
Hoffman of the Los Angeles Times wrote what became 
known as the "Haight-Ashbuq1 " series, in which he portrayed 
for the first time the gathering of flower children in San 
Francisco. Other reporters, reading the von Hoffman piece, 
discovered similar gathering places in their towns . Suddenly 
the nation awakened to find the New Age all around it. 

So why did Nick discover this , instead of some reporter in 
Kansas City or New York? The answer: reportorial vision, on 
an heroic scale. Youngsters like me were captivated by the 
power of it. I, for one, bought into the mirroring aspect of 
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journalism and spent the following decades explaining 
complicated subjects and writing true short stories that let 
the reader walk for a while in another person's shoes. 

Readers love these kinds of stories. Tom Hallman, who 
just won a Pulitzer Prize for a story about a patient 's saga to 
find himself, provoked many thousands of reader calls, 
letters and e-mails . You want relevant? You want engaging? 
The stories are there, and so are the reporters , though few 
young ones are being trained. 

Why is this kind of journalism so rarely allowed? The 
question is , of course, rhetorical. Such stories are expensive. 
They take specially trained reporters and equally expert 
editors ready to break newsroom rules of thumb and to fight 
the sto11' through the copy desk. They are disruptive and 
time-consuming, as mirroring reality is wont to be. But by 
1980 many newspapers had set up systems to do the job­
special editing procedures, narrative-savvy copy editors, and 
the like. Soon, however, all bean counters saw was the 
expense. The mirrorer was viewed as fat to be trimmed, and 
was. In years since, feature writing, in general, has become 
softer, flabbier , more star-driven and sensational. And infor­
mation gathering resembles the work of the long-vanished 
rewrite man going through stacks of releases and making a 
phone call or two. Covering the obvious. 

All this makes for quarterly profits, but it does not build 
and expand a readership. It does not find new narratives to 
interest or engage . It does not function as an institution that 
binds us together . It drapes stories around the ads , but those 
stories seem less and less likely to distract from the advertis­
ers message. 

\Xfhat should we do? For openers, we should take a recess 
from our front-page romanticism and face the reality: We 
journalists are thrall to the printing, advertising and distribu­
tion industries, and in recent decades we have steadily lost 
what little power we once might have had . This is not just a 
professional issue: It 's a social one. But as was the case with 
von Hoffman 's flower children, this critically important sto11' 
is too close for most of us to see . It 's in our own newsrooms. 

• 
]on Franklin is Philip Merrill Professor of journalism. at 
the Philip Merrill College of journalism at the University 
of Mmyland, College Parle. He has won two Pulitz er 
Priz es, one for explanatory journalism (1985) , the other 
forfeature writing (19 79), both while he worked for The 
Evening Sun in Baltimore. 

~ jonfrank@nasw.org 



. 'The Elements of Journalism 

Journalists Engage Readers By Leatning Who They Are 
Newsrooms should know more than marketers do about their audiences. 

By Melanie Sill 

The most oft-mentioned and misrepresented figure in 
journalism might be "the Reader" (or alternately, "the 
Viewer"), a spirit summoned to support nearly every 

content argument that cannot be won on its own merit. Its 
voice sounds so familiar . "The Reader doesn't want to plow 
through long stories." "The Reader doesn ' t want to see dead 
people on the front page. " "The Reader doesn 't like stories 
that jump. " 

Engagement and relevance absolutely do involve a con­
sciousness about who is on the other side of communica­
tion. But often such arguments within news organizations 
overlook an abiding reality: There isn't one reader or viewer. 
There are tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of 
them, and they have lots of conflicting likes and dislikes. Add 
to this that more and more people are getting through life 
without subscribing to daily newspapers or watching net­
work or local news broadcasts and our concern should 
become even deeper. 

Such realities add urgency to questions of how to engage, 
or reengage, more people in the kind of presentation of 
important issues to which high-quality journalism aspires . 
These challenges require us to do more than look inward to 
our ideals and aspirations about journalistic quality. We also 
have to consider what 's happening on the other end of this 
exchange , a place where we need to think hard about how 
to connect with readers and viewers , in the plural. 

Of course, the goals of engagement and relevance are 
inseparable from the other elements of journalism that Bill 
Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel identify. Yet I would add a bit to 
their arguments in this chapter. To engage someone in a 
conversation, it helps to understand who they are, what they 
know, what's going on in their lives. The old "know your 
audience" rule of public speaking might be worth adapting 
for newsrooms. To extend our reach and , perhaps more 
importantly, intensify the connections between our work 
and our readers or viewers , we might need to devote more 
time to exploring communities and considering what 's go­
ing on in the neighborhoods (both geographic and demo­
graphic) that we serve. 

I wonder, for instance, how newsrooms are using the new 
census results. Are these numbers being left to the census 
beat reporter while others in the newsroom tune out? Or are 
reporters , editors and news directors poring over them with 
the idea that the numbers can inform their coverage in much 
deeper ways? Does the local editor look at information about 
poverty and wealth, age and race, family structure and 
migration in the various areas of the paper's coverage as part 
of considering the paper's reporting strategies? Job trends , 
housing patterns, changes in retailing, these are the kinds of 

information that flesh out what journalists see in neighbor­
hoods or find in archives. 

Knowledge like this begets relevance at the most funda­
mental level. And this kind of knmvledge can bring power. 
If a newspaper or television station applies these layers of 
knowledge to the area it reports on, chances are its coverage 
will be smarter. Such depth of understanding informs sto­
ries, he lps journalists to spot trends and, in turn , can enlarge 
the reach of the newspaper or station . Out of it can come 
new sections, new beats, and new sources of stories. Out of 
it can come coverage that is accurate, ahead of the curve, 
truly relevant, compelling and important. 

One of the worst mistakes journalists make is to leave 
such understanding to marketers. Newsrooms ought to 
know more than any other department about their reader or 
viewer data . Readership studies commissioned by newspa­
pers often are complex and contradictory, including infor­
mation not just about up arrows and down arrows of 
numerical change but about people's lives , interests and 
habits. The details show you not just who 's reading (and 
who isn't) but also how people read. Of all the kinds of 
numbers that push news companies in different directions , 
these are most important to us in news, but only when we 
examine them in combination with this broader understand­
ing of our community. 

Such challenges loom for broadcast as well as print. On 
the newspaper side of things , the massive Readership Insti­
tute project undertaken through Northwestern University 
offers not just understanding oflong-term readership trends , 
but useful and specific analysis. I find its approach encour­
aging because it considers not just why people don 't read 
newspapers, but why they do , along with what they like, 
what brings them back to newspaper reading, what gets 
them to read more closely. This is a study that offers encour­
agement and hope, but the question is whether newsrooms 
and news companies will take hold of the material and use 
it to improve their journalistic efforts. 

If we can do better at knowing our audience, and under­
standing how to engage them in our work, we 'll stand a 
better chance of carrying these principles into the next 
generation of journalism. • 

Melanie Sill, a 1994 Nieman Fellow, is managing editor 
at The News & Observer of Raleigh, North Carolina. 

~ msill@nando.com 
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Journalists should keep the news in 
proportion and make it 
comprehensive. 

' ' Journalism is our modern cartography. It creates a map for citizens to 
navigate society. This is its utility and its economic reason for being .... As 

with any map, journalism's value depends on its completeness and proportional­
ity. Journalists who devote far more time and space to a sensational trial or 
celebrity scandal than they know it deserves-because they think it will sell-are 
like cartographers who drew England and Spain the size of Greenland because it 
was popular. It may make short-term economic sense but it misleads the traveler 
and eventually destroys the credibility of the mapmaker. The journalist who writes 
what "she just !mows to be true ," without really checking first , is like the artist who 
draws sea monsters in the distant corners of the New World .... 

Thinldng of journalism as mapmaking helps us see that proportion and 
comprehensiveness are key to accuracy .... 

But as journalism companies aimed at elite demographics and cost efficiency, 
the industry as a general rule did not try [to reach more diverse audiences J .... The 
concept of the mapmaker makes the error clear. We created a map for certain 
neighborhoods and not others. Those who were unable to navigate where they 
lived gave it up .... 

Proportion and comprehensiveness in news are subjective. Their elusiveness, 
however, does not mean they are any less important than the more objective roads 
and river feature of maps. To the contrary, striving for them is essential to 
journalism's popularity-and financial health . It is also possible .. . to pursue 
proportion and comprehensiveness, despite their being subjective. A citizen and 
a journalist may differ over the choices made about what is important. But citizens 
can accept those differences if they are confident that the journalist is trying to 
make news judgments to serve what readers need and want. The key is citizens 
must believe the journalists ' choices are not exploitative-they are not simply 
offering what will sell-and that journalists aren't pandering. Again, people care 
less whether journalists make mistakes , or correct them well, or always pick the 
right stories. The key element of credibility is the perceived motive of the 
journalist. People do not expect perfection. They do expect good intentions .... 
Concern for proportionality is a key way of demonstrating public interest motives . 

... we need to stop using market research that treats our audience as customers, 
asking them which products they prefer. We need to create a journalism market 
research that approaches people as citizens and tells us more about their lives . 
How do you spend your time? Take us through your day. How long is your 
commute? What are you worried about? What do you hope and fear for your ldds? 
[Give us] open-ended research on broad trends of interest. The ldnds of questions 
that will allow editors to understand how to design a news package that is 

comprehensive and proportional to their community and their needs .... ' ' 



- 'The Elements of Journalism' 

The Absence of Memory Hurts Joufnalism 
Short-term investors stifle investment in long-term and necessary research. 

By Philip Meyer 

I
t is a lovely metaphor. Journalism today, Bill Kovach and 
Tom Rosenstiel tell us , is where cartography was in the 
15th centmy. We report well about what our audiences 

already !mow, but lapse into sensationalism and exaggera­
tion elsewhere-just as the early mapmakers drew sea mon­
sters for titillation or expanded and shrank continents to fit 
the prejudices of their consumers. 

Journalism should be more like modern cartography, 
they argue . The news ought to be "proportional and compre­
hensive," keeping readers informed about segments of the 
population with which they are not familiar . Instead, the 
trend toward target marketing, which began in the 1960's, is 
pushing us in the other direction, toward the eventual self­
absorbed audience of one. 

The two authors have that right. But their proposed 
solution, adoption of newer market research techniques, 
won 't cut it . The first problem is that the proposed tech­
niques aren't new. Kovach and Rosenstiel want to segment 
audiences "not just on demographics, but on attitudes and 
behaviors. " Jonathan Robbin, the founder of Claritas Inc. , 
got that idea 40 years ago, and Christine Urban applied it to 
newspapers in the 1970 's. It is still helping editors visualize 
their audiences even as their size diminishes. 

Kovach and Rosenstiel present another oldie but goodie 
when they argue that editors should concern themselves less 
with what readers say they want and more with what they 
need. True, but uses and gratifications of mass media have 
been topics of academic research since the 1950's. The late 
Steve Star drove the point home to newspaper editors at his 
marketing seminars in the 1970 's by telling them, "People 
don't buy quarter-inch drills, they buy quarter-inch holes. " 
Heads nodded , but nothing changed. In a business whose 
product has to be recreated every 24 hours, there 's no time 
for basic reflection about long-range goals. 

The problems that are killing journalism, as we know it, 
are far too fundamental to be solved by tactical redirection 
of market research . In the first place, the media industry only 
pays for research that promises cheap solutions to superfi­
cial problems. Its ownership by short-term investors pre­
vents it from looking deeper. 

Is this assessment too gloomy? After all, most industries 
and professions have provisions somewhere in their struc­
tures for thinking about the basic questions that will deter­
mine their future over the long haul. For many, it involves a 
close alliance between educators and industry. But newspa­
pers and network television, for most of their existence, 
never needed the long-term thinkers of academic research . 
Their oligopoly status made them immune to market forces 
and any need for innovation. This created a culture that is 

anti-intellectual and scornful of work without immediate 
application. But without theories that put some structure on 
isolated bits of fact, there is no way to understand what is 
happening to journalism today, much less to develop strat­
egies for preserving it. 

Developing theory requires a tribal mem01y. As Kovach 
and Rosenstiel note in a previous chapter, journalism doesn 't 
have one. Unlike other industries, we "fail to communicate 
the lessons of one generation to the next." Indeed, we don't 
even communicate them from one year to the next. The 
March 2001 issue of American Journalism Review [AJR] 
presented the results of a national survey on newspaper 
credibility funded by the Ford Foundation. The report con­
tained not a single reference to any of the previous credibil­
ity studies of the past two decades. 

Even Christine Urban's 1999 study for the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors was ignored. And ASNE, in 
commissioning Urban's study, ignored its own previous 
work with Kristin McGrath in 1985. She'd laid the ground­
work for a better theoretical understanding of the sources of 
media credibility by revealing intriguing evidence of a rela­
tionship between a newspaper's ability to build strong 
community ties and the trust its readers placed in it. To 
ignore this is like writing a local story without checking the 
clip files-a firing offense at good newspapers. 

The purported good news in the AJR study is that 31 
percent of respondents to a telephone survey thought their 
newspapers were becoming more accurate. Asking a one­
shot cross section to judge change over time by comparing 
its current impression with its own offlrnnd recollection is , 
of course, the world 's worst way to detect change. The right 
way would be to replicate McGrath 's work today, but nobody 
will pay for it because each new study sponsor insists on 
acting as though he or she were the first intelligent life form 
to ever consider the problem. 

We need continuity and theories. Where do theories 
come from? They can start as metaphors. Kovach and 
Rosenstiel put us on a good path with the parable of the 
cartographers. "Comprehensive and proportional" news is a 
worthy goal. We can define that concept in a way that would 
allow it to be measured and studied and its value assessed. 
Let's get on with it . • 

Philip Meye1~ a 1967 Nieman Fellow, was a reporter and 
market researcherfor Knight Ridder before joining the 
faculty at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
in 1981. 

~ philip_meyer@unc.edu 

Nieman Reports I Summer 200 I 29 



A Newspaper Strives to Make Its Coverage Complete 
The new approach works but reporters feel constricted by its rigidity. 

By Mike Connor 

F
our years ago at The (Syracuse) Post-Standard we had 
a rare and precious opportunity to start our news­
paper all over again. We 'd announced that the morn­

ing and evening newspaper staffs , once fiercely competitive, 
would merge. Because our company has an ironclad policy 
of no layoffs , the staff would be the sum of the two newsroom 
rosters-a huge increase for the newspaper. 

This change did not happen overnight. Fortunately, we 
were given several months to create a blueprint for this new 
entity. We could step away from the daily press of business 
and ask ourselves questions not asked when the clock is 
ticking. What, for example, would we do if we suddenly had 
250 journalists with whom to start a newspaper? How would 
we do it? ·what would our organizational chart look like? 
How would we define "community" and cover it? 

When I read Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel 's words 
about making coverage comprehensive and proportional, 
my mind leapt back to this time of reflection, when we said 
that malting our news complete would be our primary goal. 
Of course, what "complete" meant resided in the eye of the 
person who maps it and the needs of those who used it. And 
because journalism is part science, part art, our notion of 
"complete" would integrate our experiences, instincts and 
what research told us about our audience. 

To create navigational guides, we drew a series of maps­
some geographical, others topical , and still others demo­
graphic. These helped us decide where to open new bureaus 
and how to assign reporters: For example, our education 
reporters increased from two to nine and our suburban staff 
went from four to 20 . It wasn 't just numbers that changed. 
So did our journalistic mission: We pledged to record every 
public vote , every crime, every important transaction of 
public and business life that we could obtain. We 'd use agate 
type-as we do with sports ' scores-to build a newspaper of 
record to offer readers consisteqt community data. 

But we wouldn 't stop there. We 'd put our reporters ' sldlls 
and ingenuity to work questioning, explaining and analyz­
ing the data, putting it in a comprehensive context. If the 
best investigative reporting helps readers to closely inspect 
aspects of their civic life , why not publish as much detailed 
data as we could each day so readers-and reporters­
woulcl have what they needed to form probing questions? 
Enterprise and explanatory reporting would grow up natu­
rally from this seedbed of data about public actions , transac­
tions and records. 

To contrast these changes is to vividly see how complete­
ness and proportionality fit into our transition . Before , a 
reporter received a hunch or tip about exorbitant fees that 
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a town paid its hired lawyers . To do the complete investiga­
tion, she collected data about legal fees paid by that town 
and neighboring ones . She compared the fees, showed 
anomalies , and did reporting to reveal why it happened. This 
was a massive amount of work to be done for one story. 

Now we publish legal fees in zoned sections of the 
newspaper. Our reporters cull the highlights and present 
them in articles that compare costs in each town and the 
billing practices of lawyers. Each year, we build on this 
database to deepen the perspective. When we see anoma­
lies , they prompt reporting instead of the reporting being 
clone to find them. The result is that stories of community 
importance no longer depend on a chance tip or hunch by 
one reporter. 

Of course, this approach to being a comprehensive pur­
veyor of news can be-and is right now being-jostled by 
economic downnirns at the newspaper. Financial constraints 
are forcing us to redefine what we mean by complete 
coverage and causing us to reorganize beats and shrink the 
numbers of reporters assigned to certain ones. 

But we are also facing a different threat . No matter how 
well our maps might be guiding us in filling in gaps in our 
coverage and giving readers a sense of connection and scale , 
they are failing to inspire individual reporters. While report­
ers understand the reasoning, this approach doesn ' t jazz 
them. We've lost too many who felt constricted by our 
systematic approaches . Imagine Jack Kerouac, Least Heat­
Moon, or Pirsig with a TripTik and directions from an editor. 

What we need is to u se new metaphors to help the best 
daily journalists see connections between our approach to 
community coverage and their individual work and aspira­
tions . Right now, to many, our form must seem like haiku­
its pattern austere and rigid , signaling death to the indi­
vidual spirit. But within haiku , infinite creative poss ibilities 
abound , as its great practitioners show. 

Surely we have within our newsroom the potential for 
reporters to demonstrate greatness within the form we have 
created. It 's our challenge, as editors , to find ways to help 
them realize this potential without diminishing our promise 
to readers of complete coverage. • 

Mike Connor, a 1989 Nieman Fellow, is editor of Tbe 
(Syracuse) Post-Standard. 

~ mconnor@syracuse.com 



. The Elements of Journalism' 

Journalists have an obligation to 
personal conscience. 

' ' Eve1y journalist-from the newsroom to the boardroom-must have a 
personal sense of ethics and responsibility-a moral compass. What's 

more, they have a responsibility to voice their personal conscience out loud and 
allow others around them to do so as well.... · 

Innumerable hurdles make it difficult to produce news that is accurate , fair , 
balanced, citizen focused , inclependent-minclecl, and courageous. But the effort 
is smothered in its crib without an open atmosphere that allows people to 
challenge one another's assumptions, perceptions, and prejudices. We need our 
journalists to feel free , even encouraged, to speak out and say, "This sto1y idea 
strikes me as racist," or "Boss, you 're making the wrong decision ." Only in a 
newsroom in which all can bring their diverse viewpoints to bear will the news 
have any chance of accurately anticipating and reflecting the increasingly diverse 
perspectives and needs of American culture. 

Simply put, those who inhabit news organizations must recognize a personal 
obligation to differ with or challenge editors, owners , advertisers , and even 
citizens and established authority if fairness and accuracy require they do so .... 
And then managers have to be willing to listen, not simply manage problems and 
concerns away ... . Allowing individuals to voice their consciences in the newsroom 
makes running the newspaper more difficult. It makes the news more accurate .... 

This notion of open dialogue in the newsroom is at the core of what a growing 
number of people who think about news consider the key element in the question 
of diversity and in the pursuit of a journalism of proportion .... Traditionally, the 
concept of newsroom diversi ty has been defined largely in terms of numerical 
targets that related to ethnicity, race , and gender. The news inclust1y has belatedly 
recognized that its newsrooms should more closely resemble the culture at large . 
.. .intellectual diversity is also difficult for managers. The tendency, for many 
reasons , is to create newsrooms that think like the boss .... 

Maybe the biggest challenge for the people who produce the news is to 
recognize that their long-term health depends on the quality of their newsroom, 
not simply its efficiency. The long-term interest pulls one toward a more complex 
and difficult newsroom culture .... 

Journalists must invite their audience into the process by which they produce 
the news ... . they should take pains to make themselves and their work as 
transparent as they insist on maldng the people and institutions of power they 
cover. This sort ofapproach is , in effect, the beginning ofa new ldncl of connection 
between the journalist and the citizen .... it gives the reader a basis on which to 
judge whether this is the ldncl of journalism they wish to encourage ... . the way 
journalists design their work to engage the public must not only provide the 
needed content but an understanding of the principles by which their work is 
clone . In this way, the journalists will determine whether or not the public can 

become a force for good journalism. ' ' 
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Journalists Need Help With Ethical Decisions 
In today's newsrooms, there are plenty to be made. 

By Carol Marin 

W e n journalism students arrive at my door to ask 
what they should know about being reporters , I 
give them the same spiel again and again. I'm sure 

some consider it a rant. 
"Being a reporter is a privilege," I begin. "For that privi­

lege, you have to give up some of your rights as a citizen. 
You 're no longer a Democrat or a Republican, no longer a 
public proponent of any social issue, a protester in demon­
strations, a signer of petitions, an advocate of good causes, 
a fundraiser for charities, or an advocate on behalf of any 
constituency. Whether objectivity is achievable in the abso­
lute sense , a reporter has , above all else, to be fair. Prepare 
to be unpopular. Finally, get ready to be fired for the wrong 
reason or quit on principle. " 

journalists really do when they try to do the right thing. 
"Ethical" suggests a search for guidance for conduct and 
decision-making, a process rather than a doctrine . 

The authors and I agree that journalists need a support 
system to help them make good ethical decisions. A few years 
ago, a young woman who was the medical reporter at a small 
television station called me. Her boss asked her to prepare 
reports that a local hospital would vet before they were 
broadcast. What should she do? I could tell she knew the 
answer before she called, but she needed me to be her 
support system that clay. 

I'd been involved in a similar situation at WMAQ a few 
years earlier. Management was "selling" the news through 

maldng "value-added" deals 
with advertisers. This meant In 1997, my rant rang in my 

ears. For two years I'd fought 
with management about the 
direction our newscasts were 
taking. My concerns: the pro­
gressive dumbing down of 
content and the commercial 
corruption of the news be­
cause of promised "stories" to 

'Conscience' and 'morality' seem 
to hold a bit too much 

that in addition to buying com­
mercial time on a given news­
cast, advertisers were prom­
ised to be part of actual news 
stories . (If a hospital offered 
free thyroid tests , we 'd broad­
cast a medical "news story. ") 

righteousness and rectitude for 
what journalists really do when 
they try to do the right thing. 

advertisers . Finally, with the 
hiring of trash talk show hostJerry Springer, I quit my anchor 
job at WMAQ-TV in Chicago. 

Now, in reading what Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel say 
about journalists and their responsibility to conscience, I 
agree with much of what they say. But I get uncomfortable 
when they write , "Journalists have an obligation to personal 
conscience . Every journalist-from the newsroom to the 
boardroom-must have a personal sense of ethics and 
responsibility-a moral compass ." I quibble over the use of 
words like "conscience" and "moral compass." 

I tell people all the time that news is my religion. But what 
I fear is that these words open the door for a ldnd of 
moralizing that is antithetical to good journalism. I didn 't 
quit my job because I thought Jerry Springer and his show 
were morally offensive . My decision had much more to do 
with his hiring being a ratings stunt, that he brought no 
credibility to our newscast, and that I felt his presence would 
des troy the trust we 'd established with our viewers. 

For me, resigning was an ethical decision, not a moral 
one. This might seem a distinction with no difference, ye t 
words are powerful instruments . Kovach and Rosenstiel use 
"ethical" and "moral" interchangeably, as do dictionaries. 
But while definitions overlap, I find important distinctions 
in the different tones . "Conscience" and "morality" seem to 
hold a bit too much righteousness and rect'itucle for what 
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The problem: The viewer was 
left unaware that such "news 

stories" were being bought. When I refused to read copy that 
prompted a "value aclclecl " story, I was suspended. 

My decision then was not based on conscience or morality 
bu ton my belief in the need to uphold a professional context 
for our work. Ours is , after all , a public trust in which we are 
required to seek out and report the truth , not hide it from 
those we serve. Our privilege carries risks , and this young 
reporter was learning this quickly. And she was doing what 
we all do, seeldng out someone to talk to for guidance. 

The Chicago Headline Club of the Society of Professional 
Journalists is trying to break some ground on this. With 
ethicists at Loyola University, it has set up an advice line 
where journalists can confidentially ask for help on thorny 
problems they face in their newsrooms. There are kinks to be 
worked out, but it 's a heroic effort by very cleclicatecl journal­
ists. They understand that journalists don 't just report on 
e thical dilemmas that others confront-though we do plenty 
of that, as well-but also travel through territory of ethical 
conflicts. What journalists need are safe harbors like this one 
to turn to when the pressure becomes intense. • 

Carol Marin is a CBS News correspondent contributing 
pieces to "60 Minutes" and "60 Minutes II. " 

~ MarinC@wbbm-tv.com 



The Elements of Journalism' 

Refusing to Take the Easier Route 
Journalists have an important social contract to uphold. 

By Mark G. Chavunduka 

' ' Why didn't you just give them the names and save 
yourself from this barbaric torture?" 

Following my harrowing experience at the hands of 
Zimbabwean military authorities in January of 1999, I've 
been asked this question again and again. For nine days, I 
was tortured in an attempt to try to get me to divulge names 
of my sources within the Zimbabwe National Army that I'd 
used in a story that published details of an attempted coup 
against President Mugabe's government. I endured beatings 
with planks, booted feet and fists, electric shocks and water 
suffocation for hours on end. Finally, I was released. The 
information had been withheld. 

It would have been easier, certainly, for me to reveal our 
sources and "simply go home," 

year-old son, he saw the blade in the drink. After hearing this, 
I discussed the story with my editor and also made arrange­
ments for a photographer to take pictures from various 
angles showing the contents of the bottle. 

Here was a case ofa you11g boy who could have been ldllecl 
by this object. I wanted to find out if there were similar cases 
occurring on the bottling company's product lines or, at 
least, investigate how this happened. But the editor did not 
share my enthusiasm for this story. Later, his lack of interest 
was explained to me: He 'd taken the story to the publisher 
who had stated emphatically that no such story would be 
done. The Coca-Cola Company was the largest single adver­
tiser for consumer publications like ours, and its parent 

company had the largest adver­
as my torturers kept telling me. 
"Yes, I have family," I'd respond, 
and "Yes, I want to see them 
again," I'd reply. But by taldng 
that easier route, I'd have vio­
lated the professional ethics I'd 
been taught in journalism school 
as well as my personal con­
science, about which Bill Kovach 
and Tom Rosenstiel write. Re-

I left with an invaluable 
tising budget in Zimbabwe. 
Weigh the potential loss of ad­
vertising against possible harm 
to people who purchase these 
drinks, and you can guess which 
one comes in a distant second in 
the publisher's perspective. 

lesson-never would I 
hesitate in speaking up and 
challenging those in authority 
when something wrong is 

Though I'd done everything I 
could to push for this story to be 
clone, I felt angry, guilty and 
hopeless , and my view of the 

occurring. 

vealing their names would have 
betrayed and endangered our sources. And what would this 
have meant to the public's perception about the integrity of 
my newspaper, of me, and of journalists in general? With a ll 
of this at stake, that route was neither an easy one nor the 
right one to take. 

At a time when technological advancements are bringing 
about big changes in the way that our industry operates, 
some important tenets of journalism are being sacrificed in 
the rush to publish "news." Are journalists adhering-as 
doctors and lawyers do-to a code of ethics that calls on 
them to protect their sources' privacy in ways that are 
making members of the public feel safe in confiding informa­
tion to a reporter? Or is the lure of a scoop obliterating this 
responsibility to protect sources and to follow the obligation 
of personal conscience? Too often, I believe, these more 
difficult burdens of our profession are simply tossed aside . 

Kovach and Rosenstiel contend that "those who inhabit 
news organizations must recognize a personal obligation to 
differ with or challenge editors, owners, advertisers or 
citizens if fairness and accuracy require that they do so." 
Some years ago, while I was worldng as a junior reporter on 
a Zimbabwean paper, I learned about a situation in which a 
used razor blade was found in a sealed Fanta bottle. When a 
man was just about to open the bottle to give to his three-

publisher and the publication deteriorated. I'd tried to 
challenge the editor and ask that the story about this bottle 
be published, if only on moral grounds. He threw his hands 
into the air and pleaded impotence given the publisher's 
strict instructions. Yet this publication was considered a 
leader in exposing inequities brought about by the actions of 
individuals and businesses in Zimbabwe. We held ourselves 
out as being the fearless and outspoken champions repre­
senting the underdogs of society. 

After this experience, a feeling of revulsion gripped me 
and, at the first possible opportunity, I happily closed the 
door behind me at that paper. I left w ith an invaluable 
lesson-never would I hesitate in spealdng up and challeng­
ing those in authority when something wrong is occurring. 

There are numerous instances when journalists' personal 
conscience is tested . Challenges that journalists confront 
and obligations they hold must be revisited as a way of 
reminding them of the important social contract they've 
made with society. • 

Mark G. Chavunduka, a 2000 Nieman Fellow, is editor of 
The Zinibabwe Standard. 

markgova@hotmail.com 
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