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 Select Commlttee on Commumcatlons ertten Ewdence

Memorandum by Professor Angela Phllhps, Goldsmlths, Umversnty of
London '

SECOND CALL FOR EVIDENCE

. - Thls ewdence relates to questlon four, part two, in. the second‘call for ewdence "Are there any desirable reforms‘ e
st that would Improve the eﬂ'ectzveness of the regulatory reglm R S . I

','. Angeia Phiilips has been a practiclng joumailst for over thirty years and has worked i r a range of newspapers, B

~ magazines, TV, radio and the Internet. She has been ‘teaching journallsm faor’ half that time on.a part time'and - . -

o T ' maore latteriy, full hme, basis. She Is currently part of the Leverhuime funded ’ earch group working on "Spaces A
S -of the News which Is looking into joumaIISm and new medi&" = W S, . =

Joumallsm, ethns and codes of oonduct—why joumallsts need a consclence clause
1. The deiieate task of making joumalism more ethicai without damaglng Its fneedoms Is'one that has'so far ..~/

‘eluded policy makers, The period since the first Royal Commission into the press and the establishment of the: -

first Press Council has demonstrated that voluntary codes of conduct have litle or no Impact against the far

more powerful pressure of circulation increase and profit maximisation. Editors are after alf employed for thelr

ability to get people to read the paper. Sex, scandal and celebrity, sells newspapers as does the ancient arl: of .

C whipping up preiudlce and st:irring disent. R

* http://www.publications.parliament uk/pa/ld200708/ldselect/ldcomuni/122/122we13 ... 16/4/20t1
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2. Any attempt to legislate a.fairerand more considered journallsm runs into.the problem of\lnjplementa‘tion. '
Laws that seek to protect one group of peopie will ailways be used by others, whose behaviour really shoild -
come under scrutiny, but who have the power and the money to use the cours to protect them .

3. The Jjournaiists themselves could perhaps efFect change and re-focus the news media on the fundamentai
) ' tasks of Informing citizens and encouraging debate, but only if they are given the power within their news
T organlsations to act accordlng to their own consclences, rather than aIWays m follow edltorial orders. -
;.
4 -In debates’ about ethlcs the role of the ordlnary joumahst Is too often subsumed wnthln that of the editors
" and proprietors as though those people who work for the news media always have exactly the same intereStS,
‘and the same power to protect their Interests, as do thdse who erfipioy and direct them. This fundamentar ek »
" applies to the teaching of ethics orrjoumallsm courses In colleges and universities Justas much as’ lt hdS“a’l t ys
applled to the. pollcy makers who have attempted to leglslate or regulate the rﬁ'a:lia R

s, The reallty ls that joumallsts are what Bourdleu refers to as weakly autonomous (Bourdleu ln Benson
2005: 42). As Indlviduals, their autonomy is circumscribed by a steeply. hlerarchloal employment structurg,\ wtfb.,. .
) an editor at the top who is under constan_t pressure to chase audlence ratings or circulatlon S -

6 The degree of autonomy expenenced by the lndividual joumallst varies according to the type of publlcation
or broadcasting outlet and the level of their own influence (cultural capital). Those journailsts’ working for the’
"alita” press have more autonomy than those who are at the mass—market end . .

7. Amongst mass market joumallsts it would probably be true to say that oniy the hlghly pald columnlsts who :
" are rarely chosen for their ethical standards, have any real autonomy—and they are subject to summa:y :
. termination’ of contract if they should dlsplease -

8. Ordlnary worklng joumallsts are subject to the orders of editors and can expect to find that thelr work i
- heavily re-written by sub-editors under instructions from editors. Those who find, and write, exclusive stories;
which fit weli within the ethos of the news organisation, wili be preferred over those who stick to bread and ‘
butter, diary stories: .

9. Successful journalists are those who, over a period of time, internalize the requiremenls of the editors and
_ who then move into more powerful and more (apparentiy) autonomous positions—the rest move-on into other
jobs. .

10. Those working In television have more protection from these pressures due to reguiations reguiring-
"baiance and/or impartiality" which counteract to some extent the pressures to maximise prof‘t that are
experienced in newspapers. .

11, How then can these "weakly” autonomous agents be the key to improvlng_'ethical standards?

12. Some have suggested. making them responsibie for their work by embedding ethicai codes into their .
"contracts of employment. But this would be like holding private soldiers responsibie for the direction of a war.
Nothing gets into the paper without the say-so of an editor and nothing gets onto the front page of a daily
tabioid without the active invoivement of the editor. The bi-line over an articie may not indicate whois .~ -
responslble for the siant and emphasns (and often it is the slant and emphasns whlch creates the ethlcal
problem) . .

13, Maklng lndlvldual joumallsis iegally responslble for what goes out In thelr name would oﬁ:en be unfalr and
would aimost certainly have the effect of decreasing autonomy and glvmg editors an opportunlty for scape- )
goating IndIvIduals when more oﬁ:en |t is edltorial decislons Wthh are at fault. .

: 14 A more usefui strategy would be to lncrease the autonomy of Journallsts by glvlng them some recourse -
. against edltorial edlcts - : : . . S ; L

15 Joumallsls at the Dally Express provlded an object Iesson In how uch on the one hand thelr work ls R . S
dlrected and oontrolled by edltors and how llttle, on the other hand they are supported itthey decide to act P L

h 16 On two occaslons, ln 2001 and 2004 joumallsis at the Express complalned"collectively to t:he Prss
Complalnts Commission about being forced to write 'what they. believed to-be "racist® articles. (Harcup 2005)
Having failed with their flrst attempt to get a PCC ruling, the journalists then took a different tack: "The chapel-

wrote to the PCC asking it to insert a "conscience clause” into its code of practice, whereby journalists who :
e refused unethlcal asslgnments would be proi:ected from dlscipllnary action or dlsmlssal » (Harcup lbld)

‘ IT The ldea ofa consclence clause Is something that the National Unlon of Joumallsis raised when giving - JJ -
evidence to the Commons Select Committee on Privacy and Media Intrusion in 2003. The committee -~ . - .~ 7~
: necornmended such a dause (_Hagerty Bill 2003) but it was rejed:ed out of hand by the PCC.

18 Robert Plnker, acting Chalrm 'n of the Press Complalnis Commisslon. defendlng this position at an NUJ ;

" httpfwww publications parliament.uk/pa/ld200708/Idselect/ldcomuni/122/122we13 h... 16/11/2011
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conference said: "It is ot our job to be involved in dlsputes between employers and staff.” He aiso suggested’ N
that such a clause would affect sales by making newspapers "So sanitised people will not want to read them".
(Plnker 2004) . :

19. This view underiines the difficuities faced by joumallsts who wIsh to speak out agalnst what they see as
unethical standards. On the one hand they are assumed to have the power to act ethically, on the other hand
they are denied, by the very body whlch is there to poIIce ethics, the right to act autonomously :

o 20 To act ethically absquter requlres the exercise of autonomy. As thmgs stand the onIy realtstlc reoourse
" open to a journalist who disagrees with an editorial decision, Is to leave. This is not a decision that a young
joumaiist, with a reputation to. build, is ilkely to take lightly. Nor, on the other hand; woiild such a person be
likely vexatiously to report edltorlal dec:snons to the PCC because that wouId also Impact on thelr careers. ’

i 21 A tonscience clause mlght not oﬁ:en be used bt it would operate as.a means of pmvndlngjoumallsts wUsh
-+ asmall degree of individual power. It would afso serve to remind both ordinary journalists and editorsthat .~ .-
:_ Individuai conscience remains a very useful steer in.a world in which maximising profits has become the over-':: o S
- arching goal. It would certainly make a lot more sense to those who teach journalism if they could say to their - -~ : = e e
_ students; "Commit the code of conduct to memory because it will protect you from’ belng forced to do somethlng
-you belleve to be wrong " That smaII safe guard anne wouId be worth havlng )
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