Media Ethics

Question

How big a role do the news play in forming our opinions? For most people it is a big part, especially for the section of the public that do not read a variety of news sources. Therefore, I ask you how much of a danger is it for these news channels to give wrong or extremely biased news reports? It is logical to presume that this will have an effect on the political opinions of the masses and therefore the power base, which the government stands upon.
Introduction

Ethics involves a discussion of the distinctions between right and wrong, the justification of moral judgements, the implications of moral actions for the individual and the group, and the relationship between concepts in ethics and politics. 

So when discussing ethics, we should ask question likes:

What are the bases for values?

What are the links between ethics and responsible action?

So what is media ethics?

The fundamental purpose of news circulation in a democracy is to enable people to know what is happening, and to understand events so that they may form their own conclusions. 

The prime and fundamental responsibility of the broadcast publisher is the full, fair and proper presentation of news, opinion, comment and editorial.

It should be the responsibility of news stations to ensure that news should be represented with accuracy and without bias. News stations should also ensure that news broadcasts are not editorial. However, news broadcasters may analyze news as long as such analysis or comment is clearly labeled as such and kept distinct from regular news presentations. 

News should not be selected for the purpose of furthering or hindering either side of any controversial public issue. It should not be designed by the beliefs or opinions or desires of the station management, the editor or others engaged in its preparation or delivery. 

So what is the importance of studying media ethics?
We are surrounded by media. In fact, the only way we know what’s going on around the world is through the media. So knowing what is right and wrong is a very important issue in acquiring knowledge. We need to study up on ethical issues, and learn to develop our abilities to think critically and creatively about them, and help clarify our own positions. In studying ethics we have the opportunity to reflect on matters of pressing importance, to anticipate and respond to moral dilemmas, and to think deeply about what kind of life one ought to lead.

Another reason is that the press has no enforceable code of ethics for professional conduct. A lawyer who lies can be jailed for contempt of court. A surgeon who messes up an operation can lose his license. A corporation that falsifies reports can face serious troubles. However, a journalist doesn't have to surrender his press card for faulty reporting. 

The problems with the media
"Anyone who has the power to make you believe absurdities has the power to make you commit injustices," Voltaire wrote in 1767. 

Revenues from advertising make possible non-government broadcasting and make all types of programs available to the people including news, information, education, and entertainment. Each broadcaster is responsible for the programming of the licensed station. 

Violation #1Misleading Definitions and Terminology

By using terminology and definitions in a way that implies accepted fact, the media injects bias under the guise of objectivity.
Violation #2

Imbalanced Reporting

Media reports frequently skew the picture by presenting only one side of the story.
Violation #3
Opinions Disguised as News

An objective reporter should not use adjectives or adverbs, unless they are part of a quotation. Also, the source for any facts and opinions should be clear from the report, or alternatively it should be stated that source is intentionally undisclosed.

Violation #4
Lack of Context

By failing to provide proper context and full background information, journalists can dramatically distort the true picture.
Violation #5
Selective Omission

By choosing to report certain events over others, the media controls access to information and manipulates public sentiment.
Violation #6
Using True Facts To Draw False Conclusions

Media reports frequently use true facts to draw erroneous conclusions. 
EXAMPLE: In February 2001, when Ariel Sharon was elected Israeli Prime Minister, the Christian Science Monitor tried to delegitimize the voters' choice by claiming that voter turnout "was an unprecedentedly low 60 percent," and claiming that "at least 62 percent of eligible Israeli voters did not vote for Sharon."

In reality, only despotic countries like North Korea or Syria report 99 percent voter turnout. Truly free elections mean that citizens are also free not to vote. In the United States, only 51 percent of eligible voters participated in the 2000 presidential elections. This means that President George W. Bush received fewer than 25 percent of the eligible votes; additionally he did not even win the popular vote. To paraphrase Cobban's calculation, "At least 75 percent of eligible American voters did not vote for Bush." In years when only congressional elections are held, American voter turnout drops to 36-38 percent. But no one makes such charges undermining the American president's authority or legitimacy.

Violation #7
Distortion of Facts

In today's competitive media world, reporters frequently do not have the time, inclination or resources to properly verify information before submitting a story for publication.
Bias 

-Limits your perceptions of truth.

-Facts are blended with values in language.

-Emotions can either narrow down or expand your capacity to reason. 

-Constant repetition can lead people to accept it as truth.
Often the bias in the media comes from the fact that issues can be incredibly emotional. For example, all news channels are covering the war on Iraq now. CCTV is obviously very anti-war. They show clips of Iraqi women and children crying and covered in blood. These are accompanied by very touching pieces of music. In fact, it all resembles an emotional war movie.

CNN on the other hand does not show these clips. Instead it shows clips of the families of the dead American soldiers. It shows clips of the rescue of the American prisoner of war. CNN is obviously very pro-war. And often patriotism is very obvious.


The Facts

Corporate Ownership

Almost all media that reach a large audience in the United States are owned by for-profit corporations--institutions that by law are obligated to put the profits of their investors ahead of all other considerations. The goal of maximizing profits is often in conflict with the practice of responsible journalism. 

Not only are most major media owned by corporations, these companies are becoming larger and fewer in number as the biggest ones absorb their rivals. This concentration of ownership tends to reduce the diversity of media voices and puts great power in the hands of a few companies. As news outlets fall into the hands of large conglomerates with holdings in many industries, conflicts of interest inevitably interfere with newsgathering. 

Advertiser Influence

Most of the income of for-profit media outlets comes not from their audiences, but from commercial advertisers who are interested in selling products to that audience. Although people sometimes defend commercial media by arguing that the market gives people what they want, the fact is that the most important transaction in the media marketplace--the only transaction, in the case of broadcast television and radio--does not involve media companies selling content to audiences, but rather media companies selling audiences to sponsors. 

This gives corporate sponsors a disproportionate influence over what people get to see or read. Most obviously, they don't want to support media that regularly criticizes their products or discusses corporate wrongdoing. More generally, they would rather support media that puts audiences in a passive, non-critical state of mind-making them easier to sell things to. 

Official Agendas

Despite the claims that the press has an adversarial relationship with the government, in truth U.S. media generally follow Washington's official line. This is particularly obvious in wartime and in foreign policy coverage, but even with domestic controversies, the spectrum of debate usually falls in the relatively narrow range between the leadership of the Democratic and Republican parties. 

The owners and managers of dominant media outlets generally share the background, worldview and income bracket of political elites. Top news executives and celebrity reporters frequently socialize with government officials. The most powerful media companies routinely make large contributions to both major political parties, while receiving millions of dollars in return in the form of payments for running political ads. 

In this incestuous culture, "news" is defined chiefly as the actions and statements of people in power. Reporters, dependent on "access" and leaks provided by official sources, are too often unwilling to risk alienating these sources with truly critical coverage. Nor are corporate media outlets interested in angering the elected and bureaucratic officials who have the power to regulate their businesses. 

Public Relations

The drive to maximize profits compels corporate news outlets to produce more and more news with fewer and fewer reporters. With less time to do each story, journalists are increasingly pressured to rely on the public relations industry to do much of their work for them: Reporters can rewrite press releases rather than do their own independent research, and TV stations can broadcast promotional videos that are designed to look like news footage. This symbiotic relationship between news outlets and the industries they cover, however, is a bad deal for the public. 

The Narrow Range of Debate

Given that most media outlets are owned by for-profit corporations and are funded by corporate advertising, it is not surprising that they seldom provide a full range of debate. The right edge of discussion is usually represented by a committed supporter of right-wing causes, someone who calls for significantly changing the status quo in a conservative direction. The left edge, by contrast, is often represented by an establishment-oriented centrist who supports maintaining the status quo; very rarely is a critic of corporate power who identifies with progressive causes and movements with the same passion as their conservative counterparts allowed to take part in mass media debates. 

Censorship

Since governments almost always have an interest in controlling the free flow of information, official censorship is something that must be constantly guarded against. In our society, however, large corporations are a more common source of censorship than governments: Media outlets killing stories because they undermine corporate interests; advertisers using their financial clout to squelch negative reports; powerful businesses using the threat of expensive lawsuits to discourage legitimate investigations. The most frequent form of censorship is self-censorship: Journalists deciding not to pursue certain stories that they know will be unpopular with the boss. 

Sensationalism

Profit-driven news organizations are under great pressure to boost ratings by sensationalizing the news: focusing attention on lurid, highly emotional stories, often featuring a bizarre cast of characters and a gripping plot but devoid of significance to most people's lives. From Tonya Harding to O.J. Simpson to Elian Gonzalez, major news outlets have become more and more dependent on these kind of tabloid soap operas to keep profits high. To hear journalists talk, it's never about sex. But let's face it: Sex sells on TV. This scandal has caused ratings to boom, especially on "all-news" cable channels and on Nightline and primetime newsmagazines. 

Conclusion

If truth is to prevail, we can't just "read" the newspaper. We must be discerning and become part of the process. Otherwise, you're just a passive object of someone else's agenda. 

"If you don't read the newspaper, you are uninformed; if you do read the newspaper, you are misinformed.”         



- Mark Twain

Bias alters our perceptions of truth. 

And the most important thing to remember is that all news reports are biased. We can read up on more sources, to get a clearer view of the situation, but it does not eliminate bias.

The media has a responsibility of providing the public with accurate information. Unfortunately there are no laws to uphold this.
