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Whenever the term “media ethics” is intro-
duced into polite conversation, someone is sure
to ridicule the reference as an oxymoron.
Teachers of media ethics are painfully familiar
with the looks of amusement or even disbelief
when they acknowledge their complicity in
what appears to be a frivolous academic pur-
suit. A sense of purpose can easily be replaced
with a feeling of futility, as reflected in this cyn-
ical remark from Howard Good, the coordina-
tor of the journalism program at the State
University of New York: “You ought to feel
sorry for me. I teach an undergraduate course
in journalism ethics at a time when ethics
seems to matter less and less in the conduct of
professional journalists.”!

At first glance, it does appear that we are en-
gaged in a hopeless enterprise. Public opinion
polls continue to show that media professionals
are held in low esteem. Confidence in the press,
according to the Gallup Poll, remains low.? Ad-
vertising executives are criticized for manipu-
lating a vulnerable public. Public relations
practitioners are depicted as representing spe-
cial interests and disseminating disinformation
to the detriment of the public interests. The en-
tertainment industry stands accused in the
court of public opinion of marketing gratu-
itous sex and violence to the nation’s emotion-
ally susceptible youth.

However, I must respectfully dissent from
this cynical view of the value of ethics instruc-
tion within the public academy. Skepticism
about moral education produces skepticism
about moral responsibility, and this in turn
produces leaders who lack a moral vision. In
fact, the need for a renewed emphasis on ethics
education has never been greater. Evidence of a
general decline in ethical standards is all
around us: political candidates who abandon
any pretense of civility and launch “attack ads”
to destroy their opponents, athletes banned
from competition because of the use of
performance-enhancing drugs, students ex-
pelled from school for cheating, and once re-
spectable news organizations denounced for
tabloid journalism in pursuit of ratings and
profits.

After thirty years of teaching, I am con-
vinced that most students leave school without
a meaningful understanding of the ethics of
their profession or ethics in general for that
matter. This depressing state of affairs calls for a
more aggressive posture in the teaching of’
ethics, not cynical sighs of resignation by those
who spend their time chronicling the media’s
frequent ethical lapses. My sense of optimism is
fueled by the fact that, within the academy, pro-
fessional schools—law, business, and journal-
ism, for example—have reinvigorated their
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curricula with a renewed commitment to the
teaching of ethics. And ethics, which was once
the concern primarily of scholars, philoso-
phers, and theologians, has even taken on a
populist quality as the ethical dimensions of
virtually any issue of substance are publicly de-
bated. Or to state it in the vernacular, ethics has
become a “hot button” issue.

Ethics in Media Communications is one
small contribution to this pursuit of ethical
knowledge. It offers a systematic approach to
moral reasoning by combining ethical theory
with the practice of ethics by media profession-
als. A moral-reasoning method is taught in the
first three chapters, and in the rest of the book
students are presented with hypothetical situa-
tions and asked to reach an ethical decision
based on the principles they have learned.
Some cases, though hypothetical in structure,
are based upon real events while others are con-
structed from whole cloth.

The cases in this text represent the wide va-
riety of moral dilemmas confronted by media
practitioners. For example, a newspaper’s on-
line editor, in an article on terrorists’ attempts
to gain respectability through the use of the In-
ternet, agonizes over whether to link to the
Web pages of known terrorist organizations. A
university’s public relations department must
decide whether to disclose a cheating scandal
involving several basketball players just prior to
the team’s appearance in the NCAAs “Final
Four” tournament. An ad agency must cope
with the ethical implications of advertising a
violent video game to children and adolescents.
A search engine operator must consider the
ethical dimensions of deceptive advertising on
the unregulated World Wide Web. The staff of a
college newspaper has to decide whether to
continue to run ads promoting off-campus
drinking establishments catering to college stu-
dents. A television news department must de-

cide whether to pay for DNA testing to help
prove the innocence of a convicted murderer.
And the staff of an African-American institute
debates the ethics of commercializing the im-
ages of slain civil rights leaders in ads designed
to counteract the marketing efforts of the to-
bacco industry within the black community.

Some cynics may question the value of
using classroom simulations to teach real-
world ethics, especially given the fact that
media practitioners operate under time dead-
lines in pressure situations. However, even foot-
ball teams must endure hours of skull sessions
before they do combat on the gridiron, and ex-
perience in moral reasoning—even hypotheti-
cal experience—will help students prepare for
the day when they must make ethical judg-
ments on the job.

A final note: I do have some evidence, anec-
dotal though it may be, that this approach to
teaching ethics is effective. After having used
the moral-reasoning model in my classes, I
have been told by students that it made them
more ethically aware of the consequences of
their behavior. If this book accomplishes noth-
ing more than that, it will not have been in
vain.
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The study of ethics may be new and unfamiliar
to you. Although most of us are obedient disci-
ples of the values we learned in childhood, we
spend few of our waking hours pondering the
importance of these moral rules and how they
might lead to a more virtuous life. Prohibitions
against lying, stealing, and cheating, for exam-
ple, are platitudes to which we pay homage, but
we don’t always comply with them. Our ethical
conduct is often “situational” because we have
no comprehensive moral framework to guide
us in making judgments. In short, we lack expe-
rience in moral reasoning.

Public opinion polls continue to reflect a
general wariness of the ethical deportment of
media practitioners, the consequence of which
has been an erosion of credibility. Mass com-
munication educators have responded to this
public impeachment by reinvigorating their
curricula with required ethics courses or in
some cases an infusion of ethics instruction
across the curriculum. The primary goal is to
initiate a moral discourse among faculty and
students. This book is designed to engage you
in this conversation through the process of
moral reasoning. Of course, reading this book
will not make you an ethically mature individ-
ual. But it will provide a blueprint for improv-
ing your ethical awareness. Nowhere is the need

“INTRODUCTION >

for moral reasoning more acute than in jour-
nalism and other areas of mass communica-
tions. The polls continue to show an erosion of
credibility and confidence in the mass media,
some of which is no doubt due to the public’s
perception that the media ship is sailing with-
out a moral compass.

Because the frenzied environment of the
newsroom or the advertising agency is no place
to start philosophizing about moral reasoning,
the classroom must serve as our point of depar-
ture. The exercises in this book represent the
moral dilemmas that you will face on the job.
But more importantly, the practice in problem
solving and critical thinking afforded by these
hypothetical cases will make you a more confi-
dent decision maker. Before confronting the
dilemmas posed by these case studies, however,
you must be familiar with the terrain of moral
philosophy. Thus, Ethics in Media Communica-
tions: Cases and Controversies is divided into
two parts.

Part One, Foundations and Principles, is
devoted primarily to a consideration of moral
development and the formulation of moral
rules and principles within a social context. The
third chapter of Part One also draws on a fu-
sion of important concepts from moral philos-
ophy, media practice, and critical thinking to
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construct a moral-reasoning model that will be
used as the blueprint for analyzing the hypo-
thetical cases in Part Two.

The chapters in Part Two, Cases in Media
Communications, present some of the major
issues confronting media practitioners. The
theme underlying this approach is that these is-
sues affect all areas of mass communications.
For example, moral principles involving truth
telling and deception apply to journalists, ad-
vertisers, and public relations executives alike
(as well as to society at large). Likewise, con-
flicts of interest are certainly not the exclusive
preserve of journalists.

The hypothetical cases involve ethical di-
lemmas confronted by both lower-echelon em-
ployees and management personnel. In many
cases you will be asked to assume the role of a
management-level decision maker. Some may
question the value of this kind of exercise be-
cause, as a future media practitioner, at least at
the start you are likely to identify more closely
with rank-and-file employees. However, role-
playing can be an effective means of stepping
into another person’s shoes. By so doing, you
should at least come to appreciate the manage-
ment perspective on ethical issues, even if you
do not agree with it. This ability might prove
valuable once you enter the job market. Also,
keep in mind that the real purpose of this text is
to expose you to the process of moral reasoning
and not just to discuss ethical issues. To this
end, it makes little difference what your role as
ethical decision maker is as long as your judg-
ment is based on sound moral principles.

In the book’s Epilogue I provide a final
comment on the current state of the practice of
media ethics. There is also some crystal-ball
gazing and a look at the future of the teaching
of media ethics. Ethical studies have a long and
honorable tradition in programs of journalism
and mass communications. Ethics in Media
Communications is designed to help you be-
come part of that tradition.

One final caveat before you confront the
material in this text: Some ethicists and futur-
ists have noted, correctly, the ethical challenges
posed by the unregulated World Wide Web, and
this text deals with these concerns. However,
there is a tendency toward some hysteria each
time that a new technology becomes available,
leaving in its wake the mistaken impression
that the ethical issues posed by that technology
are unique. The digital manipulation of a news
photo, for example, does not alter the fact that
deception is involved, and deception is an en-
during issue in the practice of journalism. Like-
wise, there is no doubt that concerns such as
invasion of privacy, piracy of intellectual prop-
erty, and the dissemination of false information
are exacerbated on the Internet. But the tech-
nology has not altered the basic ethical issues.
For example, the theft of intellectual property is
wrong, regardless of whether it occurs in cyber-
space or through more conventional low-tech
means. Thus, the values discussed in this text
are timeless and do not change with the intro-
duction of new technologies.
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