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From principle to
practice: Expanding
the scope of
scholarship on media
ethics

This paper argues for the expansion of
media scholarship by the integration of two
approaches: media ethics and newsroom soci-
ology. While media ethics scholarship deals
with the complex but largely static principles
of ethical journalism, scholars who focus on
the sociology of the news assess the evolving
practices of journalists. Scholarship on media
ethics has often emphasised either normative
expectations about what should be done or
explanatory concerns about why action might
diverge from these expectations. Given a rap-
idly changing and evolving media environ-
ment, we argue that deliberate consideration
of daily practice in news ethics is both valuable
and necessary
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Introduction

Scholarship on media ethics has flourished in
recent decades (Williams 1995, Perlmutter and
Schoen 2007, Pratt and McLaughlin 1990, Hen-
ningham 1996, Bunton 1998, Goldstein 1985).
Despite this proliferation of studies, topics and
perspectives, there has been limited effort to
evaluate systematically the real-world effec-
tiveness of this field of inquiry. Though there
have existed specialised attempts to bridge
the gap between ethical principle and ethical
practice, mainstream media ethics scholarship
has existed largely separate from studies that
examine the changing day-to-day work prac-
tices of contemporary journalism. As media
ethics deals predominately with the principles

of acceptable media behaviour, studies have
often stressed either normative issues about
what should be done, or explanatory concerns
about why action might diverge from norma-
tive expectations.

While essential for the expansion of ethics
research, a principle-based media ethics focus
has hindered scholars’ abilities to develop ethi-
cal rules that can balance what is normatively
desirable with what is likely in light of the pos-
sibilities and constraints of actual news produc-
tion processes. An approach that adds practice
to principle should be better prepared to offer
rich media ethics scholarship and maintain real
world relevance. Such an approach would allow
scholars to:

a) inquire into how actors sometimes enact an
ethical practice in their everyday routines
while at other times they fail to do so, and

b) explain why this variance in ethical practices
occurs in relation to different local and con-
textual factors.

This paper examines existing media ethics
scholarship and, on the basis of this assessment,
presents the outline of a research agenda that
builds upon the strengths of this scholarship
and helps to integrate it with media sociol-
ogy. We propose the development of a prac-
tice-based perspective to complement existing
media ethics scholarship. This is not to sug-
gest that all prior research on media ethics has
excluded examination of journalistic practice
but, instead, to tip the scale which has thus far
been heavily weighted towards principle.

The practice-based approach is embodied in
five key components:

e an empirical focus on how ethical behaviour
is enacted in daily practice;

e the importance of situating this empirical
focus within the broader situational dynam-
ics of the workspaces where the news is
made;

e the value of shifting the conceptual regis-
ter to incorporate theories that make sense
of practice dynamics at the intersection of
agency and structure;

e an expansion of the methodological tool-kit
towards approaches well-suited to grasp the
intricacies of ethical practice;

e and a shift from top-down to bottom-up
ways of developing normative guidelines.
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A principle orientation to the study of media
ethics

This section discusses the dominant approach
to media ethics by focusing on four common
topics: scholarly attempts to examine contem-
porary news ethics in light of various philo-
sophical theories; the struggle to infuse these
ethical principles into journalistic practice
through the use of media ethics codes; explana-
tory descriptions of factors that may influence
ethical behaviours; and, ethics scholarship that
confronts some of the challenges of the digital
news age.

Philosophical underpinnings

Attempts to understand media ethics have
often started with discussions of the role that
classical philosophical theories play in contem-
porary newsrooms (Baker 1997, Friend and
Singer 2007, Kepplinger and Knirsch 2001, Plai-
sance 2005, Strentz 2002, Merrill 1997). This
section will examine some arguments of three
philosophers often cited in journalism eth-
ics discussions — Aristotle, Immanuel Kant and
John Stuart Mill - and the ways in which com-
munication scholars have integrated them into
their debates. It will then address a topic that
is central to both the arguments of the three
thinkers and to modern-day journalism ethics:
in the practice of journalism, to what extent do
the ends justify the means?

Aristotle’s concept of the ‘golden mean’ sug-
gests that the most virtuous course of action
an individual can take in any ethical situation is
one which sits at the midpoint between excess
and deficiency. This mean is not necessarily the
direct mathematical centre; it is the mean action
that is rationally relevant to human beings in a
given scenario. In his Nicomachean ethics, Aris-
totle (1973) gives the example of ‘proper pride’
as the mean between honour and dishonour,
with the excess being ‘empty vanity’ and the
deficiency being ‘undue humility’. Cunningham
(1999) has argued that Aristotle’s golden mean
should not be taken in its most literal sense
with regards to media ethics. Journalists should
not, according to Cunningham, look for the
right course of action by first determining the
two extremes and picking the option that falls
in between them; instead, they should apply
their efforts to searching for the most logical
and virtuous choice. This choice will inevitably
fall in between the more extreme courses of
action.

According to Kant (1788/1997), there exist
certain ‘categorical imperatives’ that human
beings are dutifully required to follow at all

times. These moral obligations contrast with
hypothetical imperatives, duties that are tied
to particular situations. Categorical impera-
tives are those that are rationally appropriate
for all people. These imperatives, then, must be
grounded in rationality — ‘pure’ or logical rea-
soning — which provides people with the ability
to understand these moral mandates.

In order for individuals to use their reason, and
to rationally gauge actions as being categori-
cally imperative or not, interactions must have
a high level of transparency, argues Plaisance
(2007). For journalists, transparency is crucial to
their ability to uphold the ethical mandates of
the field:

Kant attempted to lead us, with an inexo-
rable logic, down a path that establishes the
concept of human dignity as an essence that
demands something of us in everything we
do ... Transparency, or truthful forthright-
ness, is not just another vogue word, accord-
ing to Kant; it defines much of what it means
to live an ethical life (ibid: 204).

Mill’s theory of utilitarianism has also had sig-
nificant influence in media ethics scholarship. It
posits that one of the most fundamental parts
of human nature is a desire for happiness — and
that the goal of all human action is to attain
it. Mill (1861-3/1972) makes it clear, however,
that this happiness should not be sought on
an individual basis alone; instead, people must
choose the action that will provide the greatest
amount of happiness for the greatest amount
of people.

Scholars have attempted to complicate discus-
sions surrounding Mill’s utilitarianism with
regards to media ethics (Christians 2007, Elliott
2007). For example, Christians (2007) argues
that utilitarian media ethics, ‘rooted in ordinary
human motivation to avoid pain and pursue
pleasure’, insist on ‘neutrality and detachment’
on the part of journalists. Christians finds this
problematic, arguing that a more appropriate
ethical model would focus less on an objective
analysis of happiness, and more on a sense of
duty linked to one’s social community.

The positions espoused by Aristotle, Kant and
Mills can be used to address concerns about
whether various actions, or means, are justified
by certain results, or ends. Aristotle’s concept of
the golden mean, for example, can be viewed
as the means of achieving the ultimate end of
human happiness. According to Kant, hypo-
thetical imperatives are concerned with the
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end result in given situations, while categorical
imperatives are themselves ends. Kant's insis-
tence on the categorical imperative of truth-
telling might raise questions about whether or
not it is ever appropriate to lie if the ends are
justified (Bovee 1991). Finally, Mill's argument
of utilitarianism is largely a debate about ends
versus means — one must only choose the means
that will result in the end that equals the great-
est amount of happiness for the greatest num-
ber of people — however interpreted.

Today’s media scholars have debated about
whether or not some ‘bad means’ in journal-
istic practices may be acceptable if the end
is a story that benefits an individual, or even
society as a whole (Henningham 1996, Kep-
plinger and Knirsch 2001, Glasser and Ettema
2008, Black, Steele and Barney 1995, Jackson
1992, Lambeth 1986, Bok 1982). Bovee (1991)
argues that there are times when the ends do
justify the means and says that journalists need
guidelines for making these difficult decisions.
He provides a list of questions which journal-
ists should ask themselves when making deci-
sions about whether or not the ends justify the
means. These questions seek to understand
how ‘good’ the means truly are, the likelihood
that the chosen means will achieve the chosen
end and whether or not there are other means
that could accomplish the same end, among
other things.

These discussions surrounding classic ethical
principles raise questions about topics such as
neutrality, objectivity, duty to one’s sources
and the public, and ethical newsgathering. The
following section explores the most concrete
means by which journalists have attempted to
integrate these and other ethical principles into
their work — by developing and implementing
written media ethics codes for their newsrooms.

The limited role of ethics codes

Mass media practitioners have attempted to
codify the ethics of news production in printed
form since the early 20th century (Black, Steele
and Barney 1995, Wilkins and Brennen 2004,
Cronin and McPherson 1995). Codes of ethics
have remained a major point of interest among
media scholars in contemporary society (Laitila
1995, Schwitzer 2004, McAdams 1986, Ander-
son 1987, Dimmick 1977). Discussions surround-
ing contemporary ethics codes have focused on
three major areas of concern: the content of
ethics codes; the amount reporters and editors
consult them; and, news managers’ seeming
inability to formalise penalties for individuals
who do not abide by the codes.

First, media scholars have examined the con-
tent of contemporary news ethics codes (Teh-
ranian 2002, Herrscher 2002, Wilkins and Bren-
nen 2004, Himelboim and Limor 2008, Limor
and Gabel 2002). These discussions have gen-
erally uncovered themes such as commitments
to truth, social responsibility and respect for
human rights as being common throughout
most codes, both in the US and elsewhere.
Still, scholars generally agree that, in order to
be effective, ethics codes must strike a balance
between being broad enough to be relevant
in a variety of situations, while not being too
vague such that they are of no use in real life
(Christians, Ferre and Fackler 1993, Belsey and
Chadwick 1992).

Next, scholars have attempted to gauge the
effectiveness of ethics codes by determining
how often news workers consult them when
faced with ethical dilemmas (Boeyink 1994,
Pritchard and Morgan 1989). In their survey
of journalists at two Indianapolis newspapers,
Pritchard and Morgan (ibid) found little evi-
dence that ethics codes directly influenced the
ways in which news workers responded to ethi-
cal situations. Even in the case where journalists
played a role in the development of the codes,
the impact of the written codes was found to
be minimal.

Finally, scholars have examined the challenges
faced by news organisations in attempting to
enforce ethics codes and newsroom standards
(Meriwether 1986, Christians 1985-6, Encabo
1995). Cronin and McPherson (1995) found
that the nation’s earliest journalism codes
contained no tangible means of enforcement,
even though some organisations did attempt
to address the topic. They argue that this chal-
lenge continues today. ‘Since the development
of ethics codes,” they write, ‘press members
have had no ability to enforce the written stan-
dards.’ This and other factors ‘have continually
kept ethics codes from being a central concern
to press members’ (ibid: 897).

Though scholars have not completely ruled out
the potential impact of journalism ethics codes
- the codes may have indirect influences on
ethical behaviour, making them more symbol-
ic than practical (Pritchard and Morgan 1989,
Boeyink 1994) — the preceding section demon-
strates that journalists rarely consult printed
codes of ethics, and that news managers face
challenges in imposing penalties on journal-
ists who do not abide by the codes. Addition-
ally, though some organisational specific ethics
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codes do provide journalists with specific codes
of conduct (i.e. the New York Times's state-
ment on ethics for travel journalists or rules for
avoiding family conflicts), many of the indus-
try-wide codes remain highly theoretical. This
section demonstrates that, regardless of the
content included in codes, they often do not
drive ethical decision-making in the newsroom.
Hence, the impact of ethics codes that seek to
translate ethics principles into real-life prac-
tice is arguably limited. The following section
examines scholarly attempts at understanding
factors outside of commitments to broader
ethical principles — factors that may influence
journalistic decision-making in contemporary
newsrooms.

Accounting for variance in journalism ethics

To understand how ethical decisions get made
in contemporary newsrooms, media scholars
have explored a number of factors that play
a role in editorial work. These factors can be
grouped into three distinct but related catego-
ries: those having to do with journalists and
non-journalists as social actors; factors tied to
the occupational and organisational dynamics
of the newsroom; and, those that are connect-
ed to broader societal considerations.

To begin, scholars have sought to understand
the ethical decisions made by individual actors
within the newsroom to shed light on how mor-
al decisions are made in journalism (Berkowitz
1993, Henningham 1997, Gardner, Csikszentmi-
halyi and Damon 2001, Plaisance and Skewes
2003, Berkowitz and Limor 2003, Coleman and
Wilkins 2002, 2004). Pasti (2005) discusses the
importance of demographics and social factors
on individual newsroom actors. In her examina-
tions of two different generations of Russian
journalists, she finds stark differences between
the ways in which older and younger journal-
ists approach ethical dilemmas. Whereas older
journalists were more conservative, and more
likely to view journalism as a means of support-
ing social order, younger journalists viewed
‘journalism as a marketplace, competition,
race and battlefield where there are no ethical
norms and corporate loyalties’ (ibid: 109).

Scholars, too, have noted that it is not sole-
ly newsroom actors who affect the ways in
which ethical decisions are made in journalism.
Research has also focused on the influences of
non-journalists on journalist behaviour (Bra-
man 1988, Shoemaker and Reese 1991, Lind and
Rarick 1999). In his paper Who's responsible for
journalism, McManus (1997) argues there are

multiple actors outside of the newsroom who
play important roles in how ethical decisions
get made - making journalists ‘decision takers’
as opposed to ‘decision makers'.

Some scholars contend that these forces, how-
ever, must operate within an ethical framework
provided by the field of journalism itself. Thus,
another category of factors on which media
scholars have focused includes those that per-
tain to the occupational and organisational
dynamics of the field. Researchers have sought
to understand the ethical beliefs that can be
considered ‘inherent’ to journalism. What kinds
of ethical standards originate from the field
(Lehman-Wilzig 2003, Meyers 1993, Plaisance
2005, Bertrand 2000, Belsey and Chadwick
1992, Christians and Traber 1997, Kovach and
Rosenstiel 2007)? Some of the common themes
that prevail in these discussions concern com-
mitments to truthfulness, accuracy and quality
of information; accountability for both what
gets said, and who it is said about; respect for
human dignity and a commitment to minimis-
ing harm; and, the role of the journalist as the
‘gatekeeper’ of information that is important
to a democratic society.

Still, researchers have found that the ethics of
the occupation can differ based on the specific
news organisation — particularly with regards
to the market-size of the news outlet (Bunton
1998, Carroll 1989, Viall 1992, Reader 2006).
Researchers have tried to understand the differ-
ences between news organisations in small and
large markets, given various levels of resources,
different market expectations, and what Car-
roll (1989) calls the ‘luxury of time’ afforded by
organisations in larger markets — which gener-
ally have longer programme times than smaller
outlets.

The varying levels of community connection
highlight the contributions of a third catego-
ry of factors, namely the role of large societal
forces. Scholars have also noted that no indi-
vidual actor or collective exists within a bubble,
arguing that the choices and ethical decision-
making processes discussed above are all influ-
enced by a number of societal factors and pres-
sures. Researchers have examined this issue
in both historical and contemporary contexts
(Thornton 2000, Fedler 1997, Berkowitz, Limor
and Singer 2004). Thornton (2000) and Fedler
(1997), for example, both examined the ethical
standards of early journalists. They found that
strong external pressures on the news industry
have existed for more than a century. Fedler

PAPERS

PAPERS Copyright 2012-4. Ethical Space: The International Journal of Communication Ethics. All rights reserved. Vol 9, No 4 2012

19



Nicole Joseph
Pablo Boczkowski

(1997) concluded that late 19th and early 20th
century journalists often behaved in ways that
may be deemed unethical today — but that were
wholly accepted societal practices in their day.

Within the contemporary context, the impact
of social factors has also been examined in a
number of ways, with scholars engaging in dis-
cussions of key factors such as the importance
of public opinion on journalism ethics, media
competition and cross-cultural dynamics (Ward
2005, Christians 2005, Himelboim and Limor
2008, McMane 1993, Sylvie and Huang 2008).
For example, Voakes (1997) found that factors
such as legal constraints played a strong role in
journalists’ ethical decision making: ‘The indi-
vidual moral agent is not acting on the basis of
his or her own values and moral logic ... Time
and again other, more external, forces weighed
more heavily upon the decision to embrace or
reject a controversial action’ (1997: 31).

The final section of this literature analysis
focuses on what is arguably one of the largest
societal changes that has affected the practice
of journalism — the transition to the digital age.

Ethics in the digital age

Advances in technology have raised concerns
about journalists’ ability to uphold ethical stan-
dards given a modified media environment
(Deuze and Yeshua 2001, Hayes, Singer and
Ceppos 2007, Tehranian 2002, Berkman and
Shumway 2003, Friend and Singer 2007, White-
house 2010). In particular, scholars have been
concerned about questions such as: Has the role
of journalists changed in a digital age? Does
the internet create new ethical dilemmas not
faced by traditional journalists? Who ‘counts’
as a journalist in a digital news environment?
Should bloggers be expected to follow tradi-
tional codes of news ethics? This section will
examine some of the answers given to these
four questions.

Scholars have looked at the ways in which jour-
nalistic roles and ethical responsibilities have
changed with the rise in prominence of a vari-
ety of technologies in the newsroom in recent
years (Jurgensen and Meyer 1992, Friend and
Singer 2007). Singer and Ashman (2009) argue
that the digital age has led journalists to find
ways to accommodate novel news practices
(e.g. user-generated content) while uphold-
ing traditional ethical standards. Additionally,
according to Jurgensen and Meyer (1992), tech-
nologies such as cell phones, sophisticated dark
rooms and computers have been the cause of a
shift in the ethical obligations of journalists to

the public. This shift is from that of a straight-
forward transmitter of information, to one of a
processor of news. They argue that this shift has
created new demands for journalists and that
future journalists must receive ‘rigorous ethi-
cal training’ to deal with them. In particular,
the internet and the technologies of the online
newsroom have raised questions about journal-
ists’ ethical obligation to the public in contem-
porary society. Friend and Singer (2007) argue
that journalists — once tasked with the respon-
sibility of being the foremost gatekeepers of
information within society — have become one
of many such gatekeepers. Thus, they argue
‘journalists should shift away from guarding
the gate and toward sharing its upkeep’ (2007:
46).

Media ethicists have also examined the ways
in which the internet may be the cause of new
ethical dilemmas not faced by traditional jour-
nalists (Bugeja 2007, Berkman and Shumway
2003). For example, the internet has raised new
questions about the most ethical ways for jour-
nalists to handle corrections of inaccurate news
content. In their interviews with current and
aspiring journalists in the Netherlands, Deuze
and Yeshua (2001) found that some news work-
ers felt that it was acceptable to correct errors
immediately online without running a correc-
tion, while others did not.

With the abundance of information available
online from a variety of sources, and the ease
in online publishing and sharing of content
among ‘ordinary citizens’, the digital age has
also raised questions about who ‘counts’ as
a journalist in the digital age, as well as how
ethical responsibility may or may not change
among various actors (Friend and Singer 2007,
Hayes, Singer and Ceppos 2007). According to
Hayes, Singer and Ceppos, the diversity of voic-
es that share news and information online rais-
es concerns about ethical responsibility: ‘Many
traditional journalists watching audiences
migrate to newer sources of information have
complained that those sources do not adhere to
established ethical practices and values such as
verification of information, objectivity, and dis-
closure of political and personal biases’ (2007:
265).

However, even if the distinction between who
does and does not count as a journalist in con-
temporary society could be clearly made, ques-
tions remain about whether individuals not
traditionally considered journalists should be
asked to uphold some level of ethical standards
(Kuhn 2007, Perlmutter and Schoen 2007).
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Guidelines imposed by the US Federal Trade
Commission in 2009 attempted to address this
in part — the rules called on bloggers to expose
their connections to advertisers, should they
receive any payments or gifts for endorsements
(Bush 2009). Perlmutter and Schoen (2007) find
that few political blogs have stated or unstat-
ed codes of ethics. They say that an ongoing
discussion surrounding the ethics of bloggers
is important to media ethics studies ‘Because
blogs are increasingly supplementing and, for
some people, replacing mainstream journalism,
it is of obvious interest for students of media
ethics to examine and appreciate their strug-
gles for ethical self definition’ (2007: 39).

From principle to practice

The assessment of literature in the previous
section has shown that scholars have focused
largely on what journalists should and should
not do in order to maintain an ethical press
rather than what they actually do. Addition-
ally, when focusing on the factors that may
affect ethical work, media scholarship has gen-
erally examined external situations instead of
the actions of reasoning journalistic agents.
This principle-based focus of media ethics has
emphasised either normative issues about what
should be done or explanatory matters about
why actors might deviate from these normative
expectations.

To supplement existing literature, we advocate
a proposal for improving media ethics scholar-
ship that further integrates practice with prin-
ciple, suggesting the importance of practice to
both media scholarship’s real world effective-
ness, and its own richness. We argue that ethics
scholarship can and should be examined from a
practice-based perspective while preserving its
emphasis on normative ‘best practices’. This is
especially important given the rapidly chang-
ing online news environment. For example,
in interviews with one of the authors of this
paper, journalists at major US news outlets
expressed concern about their shifting ethical
obligations given their feelings that their news
stories are rarely the final word on a particular
topic (Boczkowski, in press).

Whereas previously developed ethical guide-
lines set the stage for normative theorising
about ethical conduct in certain situations (i.e.,
why it is important to correct an error that was
published or broadcast in previous content),
the examination of actual day-to-day practice
illuminated the new ways that ethics must be
conceptualised in order to deal with chang-
ing work concerns (i.e. what is ‘ethical’ when

all traces of erroneous content can be removed
with a single mouse click). Shifting the focus to
practice can help news workers and scholars re-
examine traditional ethical concepts in news
work, such as transparency and accountabil-
ity, concepts that are often easily digestible in
theory, but more difficult to implement in an
evolving news environment.

In other words, principle and practice — often
treated separately — should be examined in tan-
dem so that they may work together to inform
the ways in which ethicality comes to life in
contemporary newsrooms. \We argue that many
definitions of traditional ethical concepts must
be reexamined from a practice vantage. For
example, how might evolving conversations
about privacy given the visibility of informa-
tion in the digital news age (including people’s
relentless posting of personal information in
comments sections, on message boards and on
social networking sites) influence scholar and
practitioner conceptions of what it means to
protect the privacy of news sources?

We argue that the current media environ-
ment necessitates a shift in focus on the part
of media ethics scholars. Though ethical inquiry
steeped in practice — and based on the everyday
situations and encounters of working journal-
ists — should not and cannot replace normative
guidelines, this line of questioning may provide
journalists and scholars with new conceptions
about what news workers should or should not
be doing. This raises questions about the extent
to which media ethics scholarship should be
tasked with practice-based aims. We argue that
a heightened level of engagement on the part
of media ethics scholars during a particularly
uncertain time in the journalism industry can
help in addressing some of the pressing ques-
tions of the contemporary media environment.

In other words, this paper proposes that media
ethics, generally conceptualised from a strictly
academic or theoretical vantage point, can
be asked to take an unconventional step out-
side of its usual aims and goals. The dominant
approach to media ethics has made important
contributions to the field. However, scholars’
tendency to place emphasis on normative pat-
terns of ethicality, as opposed to the daily,
practical considerations of newsroom workers,
makes it difficult to use current scholarship to
account for the actual ethical and unethical
behaviour of journalists. It is important to note
that this paper does not intend to classify par-
ticular scholars as being either principle-orient-
ed or practice-oriented, as most media scholars
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approach ethical inquiry from a variety of van-
tage points. However, we argue that the over-
all trajectory of media ethics scholarship should
move toward a more balanced approach that
highlights the importance of daily practice.

Understanding the character and patterning of
the choices that journalists can and do make
when faced with an ethical dilemma is critical
to make sense of how normative expectations
get, or do not get, realised as they interact
with other dimensions of everyday news mak-
ing. That is, scholars should consider how the
dynamics of the practices undertaken by jour-
nalists, bloggers and other news workers, and
the various contexts that envelop their actions,
help the analyst to make sense of how and why
ethical behaviour might or might not occur.
Second, and in relation to this first limitation,
the principle-led approach also lacks the abil-
ity to develop guidelines that can balance what
is normatively desirable with what is practi-
cally realistic given the conditions of everyday
news making. This limitation has become par-
ticularly salient in the contemporary media
environment. The speed with which informa-
tion moves online, the presence of increased
competition, and the widespread availability of
both verified and unverified information make
it imperative to adopt a grounded outlook that
can offer realistic normative guidance for jour-
nalists in a rapidly evolving field.

In order to address these limitations, we pro-
pose to expand the horizons of scholarship in
media ethics by developing a practice-based
stance to complement the currently dominant
approach. This stance is based on five general
notions, described below.

First, the proposed practice-based stance would
situate its empirical gaze on the actual practices
enacted by journalists when making editorial
decisions, from mundane ones to their momen-
tous counterparts that have ethical implications.
In other words, media ethics scholarship would
benefit from going beyond the weighing of
the many options journalists have when faced
with an ethical dilemma. It must seek to under-
stand the real practices available to, and enact-
ed by, news workers as they define and work
through these dilemmas. This might involve, for
example, a greater emphasis on real-life ethical
failures and successes than has been the case
so far. It is important to note that this practice
of ‘understanding what went wrong’ is not
uncommon in journalism classrooms — many
media ethics textbooks illuminate important
concepts with real-life case studies.

However, the existence of such an approach in
journalism scholarship has been limited and it is
often relegated to opening vignettes or illustra-
tions. We argue in favour of expanding these
examples and building upon past attempts to
incorporate real-world considerations in analy-
ses of media ethics, such as works by Iggers
(1998) and Patterson and Urbanski (2006) which
demonstrated the value of a real-life approach
in mass media literature through an examina-
tion of ethical breaches at the New York Times
and the Washington Post. By focusing on ‘what
went wrong’ in two high-profile cases — that
of ousted journalists Jayson Blair and Janet
Cooke — Patterson and Urbanski sought to use
(the glaring lack of) ethics in practice to better
understand ethical principle.

Second, it is critical to embed ethical practices
within the broader context of everyday edi-
torial decision-making. As noted above, the
dominant approach to media ethics has mostly
focused on the role of normative and larger
societal forces. Classical and contemporary stud-
ies of news production have shown that these
forces are in part mediated by the more proxi-
mate dynamics that shape life in the newsroom
(Boczkowski 2004, Gans 1980, Fishman 1980,
Klinenberg 2002, Tuchman 1978). Building on
the insights of these studies, a practice-based
stance would seek to understand how ethical
decisions are intertwined with the overall ecol-
ogy of practice in the spaces where journalists
and other news producers labour. How, for
example, do larger societal factors, commer-
cial pressures or organisational restraints affect
the day-to-day practices of working journalists
in such a way that shapes their ability to make
ethical decisions?

Understanding the real-life ethical challenges
faced by even the most virtuous and hard work-
ing journalist may require a type of proactive
‘pragmatism’ for all ethical endeavours, mirror-
ing Ward'’s description of ‘pragmatic objectivity
[that] ... allows for human failings [and] wears
a human face’ (2005: 3). Additionally, how do
the challenges raised by a major technologi-
cal development — for instance, the potential
acceleration of news delivery afforded by the
diffusion of blogging and micro-blogging
tools — variously affect the ethical decisions of
workers in different kinds of organisations and
workspaces? Answering these complex ques-
tions by locating ethical practices within the
situated ecology of news making can help to
create nuanced accounts of how and why these
practices succeed in some contexts but not in
others.
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Third, to make sense of the data gathered by
focusing on practices and their ties to both situ-
ated and larger contexts, a practice-led stance
would expand the theoretical repertoire by
incorporating notions devoted to examina-
tions of the interplay of agency and structure
in social action. One alternative would be to
incorporate theories that examine ethics, as
Glasser and Ettema argue, from a Habermasian
discourse vantage — as ‘a process, not merely an
outcome; an argument, not merely a choice’
(2008: 512). In this light, ethics should be exam-
ined not only as principles, but as performance
- the daily enactment of ethical standards
by journalists in a variety of settings (Joseph
2011). Additionally, scholars might consider
something akin to Schon’s ‘reflection-in-action’
(1983), which values the continuous process
of personal reflection in work practices. Other
sources of theoretical renewal include concepts
such as ‘habitus’, which focuses on the ways in
which behaviours and beliefs become socialised
within groups, and ‘structuration’ (Giddens
1984), which places weight on both the actions
of individual actors, and the structures in which
they operate. Dominant theories often utilised
in media ethics scholarship tend to focus on the
normative aspects of journalism, such as the
social responsibility or libertarian theories of
the press. Although very valuable, these theo-
ries lack the ability to account for how struc-
tural configurations can enable and constrain
journalists’ practices, and also for how these
practices enact a level of agency that contrib-
utes to the reinforcement and altering of these
configurations. Thus, notions such as habitus
and structuration would enable the analyst
to make sense of the ‘mutual dependence of
structure and agency’ (Giddens 1979: 69) that
shapes ethical practices in news making.

Fourth, in order to improve the study of news
ethics as they occur in daily practice, media
scholars must add to their tool-kit methodolo-
gies which put them close to the settings where
ethical decisions are made. This would entail
a shift from the use of methodologies that
place the researcher at a distance from those
who make the news and the circumstances in
which they labour, such as surveys and content
analysis, to those that position them either
on the scene or at a relatively close distance
from it, such as ethnographies, in-depth inter-
views and focus groups. An example of such
an approach can be seen in Singer’s examina-
tion of ethical pressures in four US newsrooms
in which the author spent a week ‘observ-
ing newsroom operations, attending meet-
ings and interviewing journalists’ at each site

(2006: 37). Additionally, a greater proximity
between researchers and practising journal-
ists afforded by these methodological choices
might allow for the emergence of more shared
ground between the two communities. This, in
turn, could contribute to scholars’ development
of normative guidelines that are grounded in a
deep and nuanced understanding of the situa-
tions journalists face in their daily practices, as
well as help working journalists in their quests
to develop and implement ethical standards in
their newsrooms.

Fifth, and building upon the previous point, a
practice-based stance advocates the adoption
of a bottom-up approach in the development
of normative guidelines, thus departing from
the top-down perspectives which have marked
past scholarship. As demonstrated in the pre-
vious section, media scholars have typically
attempted to understand the theoretical, nor-
mative notions of ethics first and use these as
guides for media workers. This approach, how-
ever, runs the twin risks of missing the nuances
of everyday news production and failing to
conceive of reform strategies that are realistic
in their assumptions. Instead, this paper argues
that a more fruitful way of developing norma-
tive guidelines begins with examinations of the
day-to-day practices and builds outward, estab-
lishing a set of ethical codes and frameworks
that are consistent with the constraints and
opportunities that news workers have.

Concluding remarks

This paper has provided a critical assessment
of some of the most prominent areas of media
ethics scholarship from the past two decades.
We have shown that through their choices in
research questions and methodologies, schol-
ars have mostly focused on what media ethics
should or could be. We have also argued that
there is much to be gained from these principle-
oriented appraisals of news ethics, which con-
tinuously question and challenge journalistic
norms. As Christians (2008) argues, media the-
ory helps scholars critically evaluate the most
important ethical issues. However, we argue
that it is important to complement the domi-
nant theoretical approach with a perspective
that emphasises how ethical behaviour actually
takes place in everyday news making. We con-
clude this paper with some reflections on three
implications a practice-based approach.

First, pursuing this approach would help schol-
ars better appreciate the fluidity that marks
journalistic work processes in contemporary
newsrooms. Rapidly decreasing newsroom bud-
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gets and staff shortages create environments
where journalists often must rotate through
a number of job roles on a daily basis. In this
shuffle, it is easy to overlook the myriad of min-
ute ethical challenges journalists face each day.
As Klaidman and Beauchamp (1987) argue, bla-
tant ethical misconducts such as lying and fab-
rication are not as prevalent as ethical breaches
related to competency. Understanding the
reasons why a journalist may choose to relax
ethical standards under deadline pressures,
or when faced with a new work routine, may
help to address some of the most prevalent and
often-faced ethical challenges in contemporary
newsrooms.

Second, the incorporation of an approach that
highlights practice would enable scholars to
collaboratively reach a greater consensus about
the goals of media ethics scholarship. Our anal-
ysis of past literature has found little consensus
among scholars about the aim of journalism
ethics as a field of inquiry. Scholars will inevita-
bly offer multiple answers to this question. Thus
far, the goals of media ethics discussions have
included the identification of ethical dilem-
mas; the enumeration of questions surround-
ing these challenges; the weighing of potential
responses to these dilemmas; and, the exami-
nation of journalists’ patterns of thought sur-
rounding these issues. By contrast, the practice-
led approach outlined above affords greater
opportunities for consensus by grounding the
research enterprise on an overarching goal: to
understand how ethical and unethical practices
actually happen in the newsmaking process.
This anchoring in the dynamics of practice, in
turn, should foster a greater common ground
among scholars than has been the case so far.

Third, a research agenda that is sensitive to
issues of what and how in journalism ethics
could help to bridge the gap between news
workers and media scholars. The distance
between the two groups — on university cam-
puses, at media and communications confer-
ences, and in the daily newsroom - has turned
into a liability when it comes to fostering pro-
ductive conversations about journalism ethics
that can engage both practitioners and schol-
ars. Practitioners often feel that, from the ste-
reotypical ivory tower vantage point, scholars
misunderstand how ethical decision-making
unfolds within the context of everyday news
making. Conversely, scholars sometimes view
practitioners as unwilling to extricate them-
selves from their concrete professional duties
and engage with rather abstract conceptual
and normative matters. Bridging the unfortu-

nate divide between practitioners and academ-
ics could contribute to the merging of theoreti-
cal reflection with practical insight in order to
offer suggestions that are both conceptually
sound and real-world applicable.
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