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anonymous SOUI"CGS-{) . ' .

‘sources in news stories. ~ “

1-1-1

. .
N . ¢

- . ’

. - -

Most méjor journalistic codes of ethics stress the importance of naming

7/

.
~
’ . - e

Pledges of confidentiality to news sourtes must be honored

at all costs, and therefore, should nqt be given lightly.
Unless there is clear and pressing need to maintain <o
confidences, sources of information should be identified.

v American Society of Newspaper Editors .
"Statement of Principles'
¢ ‘ R / |
News sources should be dlsclosed unless there is clear :

reason not to do so. When it is necessary “to protect .
" the confidentiality of a source the reason should be explained. .

’ . - Associated Press Managing.Editors R
' “"Association Code of Ethics''.

s »

. ” .
So-called news communications from private sources shoufd not
be published or broadcast without substantiation of their

claims to neWws value. Journalists acknowledge the newsman's

ethi¢ of protecting confidential sources of information. “ L.
- 7~
g Socnety of Professional Journalists, SDX
¢ - ‘ Lo ”Code of EthICS”

© Mosk professional journa[isdg/gbuld pﬁbbab]y agféé‘with the basic

principlesTof such codes, but the overuse of unnamed sources has ceived a
'S X

d .

great deal of attention recently. The Janet Cooke/''Washington Post'' case and
similar incidents ‘have caused most of the controversy. One purpose of this .

N . . (
study was to review some of the” commentary and research connectéd with the

’

Cooke case and with-the use of unnamed sources. Another purpose was to examine
‘ R N . -

the pdlicies and practices of rewspapers regarding such use and related ethical

questions.. . A final purpose was Lo develop a model policy 9ovérning the use ‘J o
of anonymous sources. » *
. _ ' 3
. * e - \ -
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College and university textbooks on journaljstic writing and reporiting

generally recommend complete source idgntification unless a source's identity : X

3

must be protectéd for some reason.1 The textbogks also poip{ out that naming
. ‘ ’ - . .

sources helps build credibility. B
. . 0 “» . .

+ v .
'

Textbooks en journalistic ethics also advise comBlete source identification .

. M L3 {.
whenever possible. Rivers and Schramm réport that a news m%gjum should clearly

- i - . ) . I
cite the sources of its information gnd the authors urge reporters to fight to

get informaticn ”on-the-record.”2

John Hulteng reports that adequate fdentifidatipn of the sources of

,
. co e .

|nformat|on and opinion.in stories provudes readers with a basis for judging
whether the information is trustworthy.3 He acknowledges there are ,times when T

- 2 > =
such identification is impossible, thoygh. Hulteng finds that quoting an - ° .

PR

anonymous _.spokesman can often lead *to reporting distorted, self-serving C

. . b . ceo o F -
information.  He advises reporters to verify information obtained from

. P T
. - .
»

anonymous sources.

4
.

Bruce Swain thinks ®hat granting con?jdentiaﬂkty tt sources can be

e

useful. at times, but it can also lead to coﬁﬁfyfhg mFsTnf&rmation on}{o 'f

s .

/ . bow
cfedibility of |nformat|on provudc& by unnamhd sources ’ T B
¢ . o . o N -t

T Most of the newspaper,,magaziné and jouﬁnal artjclcs on-*the Janet - : .

i

1

{

!

|

i suppressing news.5 He writes that raaders h?ve no basus for gauglﬁé the - '
. . |

|

|

Cooke incident note the continuing loss of puplic confidence in press =~ ° =
e 058
. ’ . ) . . L - K
Feredibility, caution against the overuse of anoriymous sources and sugdest

- * that editofs follow ‘rigorous standards for granting®confidentiality to sources. .

~

.El{l,ic '-‘ 1 ,u " . .. Ax’ (;. R . X ' . v' -

.
i .o . . . .4
. , , :
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M .

. .

'Newsweek"' reporfs'a Gallup Poll conducted in late April, 1981, showed ohly?¥

-

*38% of the respondents rated journalists high ‘on honesty and étﬁics.7 About 61%

@ *

- a

. s believed little of what is‘repbrtad\by the news media. About‘33% believed . -
. " S

O

ERIC
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reporters ''often make things up.' 5 ' i .

-

! ®

"Y.S. News & World Reﬁort” sees the.spreading use of anonymous sources

N \

eroding press credibility.8 It cites a series of ABC/Harrfs Polls indicating a

’
f

declining ngmber\of Americans have ''great confidence'l in newspapers. >

, . . a

Cynthia Bolbach, managing editor of '"Media Law Reporter,' also cites the

‘declining public confidence: In thezpress'and blames part of the problem on the
noveruse‘of confidential sources.? She thinks the practice\is often an effort /

‘
- . ° -
3

\ - . » N .
to @ersuade readers that a story is "hot') and a potential prize winner. RS

o

Bolbach warns that the continued overuse of ananymous sources can
e

Uhdermine ihe’leg?timate yse of such sources as .2 journalistic tool. Others

v .

also see the legaf rights of reporters to keep soutces confidential being .

-
- « ¢ a

. . " 10

jeopardized by such overuse. . . - .
’ » > . ¢
James Michener calls for more careful verification of information and *

x , N
- R

- \

. a1 N
Wi;e restricted use of anorymous sources. He 'says astes such. as the .
- .
J

ahet . Cooke incident-weaken the ''central pillar' of the profession of . - '\
- ' : . ! g . . .
- journalism--integrity. : ’ 7, . . - .
& M . N - N
, Norman lsaacs,~the chdirman of the National News Council, agree% with . | B

Michener. [lsaacs says it is {hp05§iqle for the public to determine the

. -

credibility of unnamed sourcég.]2 He suggests tﬁat‘inkfead.of-taking the »

. . S e , &
"easy way but'' and quoting unnamed sources, reporters should find out where
" . - , ‘ ’ ' [ " . -
. . . [N
i . . .
. . + . lv

. . . .
b <
* a R} o ’
. .
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LY — . .
. ‘the source. got his information, go thére and dig into documents or question * -

-

other 'sources. Reporters who overuse anonymou$ sources, lsaacs says, decgive
’ £ N . . -

. \
the public, lower the profession of joufnalism and allow themselves to be used

.
8
N ~ ~

to pass along_fraudulent or self-serving information. . y -

\ »
. - . . . -

v

r N
. . Isaacs acknowledges that.there are valid reasons for protecting news’

« ‘ PR . -

sources. People whose jobs, property or lives might be ebdangered'if'their

: B v ' . e e 1
. identities were known often deserve cpnfidentiality, he says. 3 Isaacs warns,. ,

- . v
.
v

though, that to grant anonymity to every pdiiticai figure who leaks seif:éerviﬁg

o . ” . .’

. A A “e . Y. X . .-.
\infdrmagion or to people who have axes to gripd #s unprofessional, unethical

v
P

and immoral. . [ ‘ .
- . - ) . ) N »

i To reduce abuses in the granting-of source confidentiaiLty, Isaacs suggests

\ h R > . ..
’

that anonymity be granted only with the direct approval of the top editgqrial

.
o

. : ' 14 s ; . C
officer at a newspaper. +« He also suggests that the major wire services follow

‘

- -
[

a_similar policy.

: Resgearch concerning the publjc's views oh the use of anomymous sources . -

. .
» . . .

_ tends to refute most of the recent criticisms, though. .In general, John Adams

.

T . oo . . ' Sy s . 1
Y . finds audience members give fairly high credibility-ratings to unnamed soursces. 2
* ¢ . ! N .
~ L .
" If the sources represent some ''officia rganization.orasome “governmenﬁai”

agency, they, are Judged mosL crednbie,»th gh. Adams also finds that the SUbJeCt

matter of a story and the attitudes, prior knowiedge and pre- J\Ebosrtlons of

neade[s toward thé subject mqtter play a more significant role TP determining

¢ ’ - ‘ .

. L . . 1
- how credible a‘'story is judged than does. the source.of the information.

hres o

Culbertson and SomeYick find that most people know what is going'on WQFH

>
- t ’ v °
s . \

.
) . ~ 4 . ©
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anonymous sources

5575 . - .-

(N

.

] " . . . 1
sources go unnamed in stories and peopte accept the practice.

A Gallup Poll

finds that 83% of the people surveyed felt it was probably necessary for

~

* reporters tQ conceal the sources of their information sometimes and only 13%
t . . . < - ‘ - =~

.

a

~

felt. reporters should always reveal their sources.1

"

*

be

“

Fedler and Counts find that pcople perceive a cdntroversial story to

»

S ¢ , ) B} .
most accurate and _fair when no source is quoted as opposed to.quoting an unnamed
\

-

,source, a named scurce or two opposing named sources. 9‘

» . .

story, the method of source-identification does mpt'seem to make any differences °

v . .
o
~ i ’ >

concergéng percéivcd fatrness or accuracy.

.

The use of anonymous sources is apparently fairly common, especially in

~

. . 20
stories concerning government.

~
-

p.C. say approximqtély 28% of- their interviews are "off-the-record."’ Hess

0

also finds that about 13% of quotations in newspapers are not attributed to a

>
.

named source.
[~

greatest nomber of anonymous sources.
] l[ ’

_ “Culbertson finds that about /75% of "Time' and 'Newsweek' stories contain

’ ‘ 0

: 'y o . . 22
sych sources and*about 33% of n¢wspaper stories do so.7,

. v

JInoan analysis_of

-~ stories about social-issdes, Michael Ryan reports that 61% of all éentences

. .

%'0of all sentences which contained opinions,

23 ;

© *
6enerally, jousnalists have been found to support accepted professional
‘ 24

codes of ethics and to paerform their jobs in.a '"professional'’ manner,
. ) . ” I ":"’ Y
Editors have shown 'some ambivalence conccrning the use of anonymous sources,

“

Front page stories ahd stories about foreign policy contain the

Stephen Hess finds that repdrters in Washington

For a non-contrd\srsial
‘L




anonymous soufces ’ / . .

F 666 ; - . S

' e l o~

N . . ' . .

.3 4> < e ',:

. < - S S oo s
They say the practice is often‘a.necessary evil, but most stories

.

chough.25

which use such sources could be based on 'op-the-record' comments if feporters

L 26 .
pressed [for them. .. . W

- . . The National News Council conducted an examination of the Janet fboke .
. ¢ ¢
incident and éurveyed over 30 newspaper editors across the United States in
- P .

, _conjunction with the study. The council finds that newspapers are tightening
) ' . -
"+ procedures regarding the use of anonymous sources, are requiring that at least
: . ¢ .
- IS . * -\ . ". . - « Y v
. one editorknow the identity of any confidential soufce, are providing as much

identificatten about a source as possiblé even if his name is concealed and are .

: .o ' . L2 o
- explaining to readers why a sourde is graHted’conf:dentlallty. / The council
condemns the overuse of anonymous sources and suggests editors be more diligent

2t

. ) . ¢ . ¥
+ in their?control and supervision of reporters. -

\ [
/\ . . . i . ,
Research Qués}ions . , " .

- . » . -

.7 s .
Y W @ ,
In an‘effort to find out more about unnamed sources and unattributed

. G.’

information in news stories and to measure the effects of the Janet Cooke >

- . .

fncident on newspapers, a survey of newspaper edifors was conducted during

. Decémber-February, 1981-82. The following primary ‘research questions-were -
. - ~

~2 1

Lo . - .
. . . -  d
° addressed: . . ;// . : .
. ';Q N . ) . . . )
1. Hovw' many newspapers have fprmal, written policies toncerning the

- » -

use of anonymous sources?

~ ~ ’ - .

2. How many newspapers have informal; oral policies concerning the

v TN

use of .anonymous sources?

ERIC * -, o “ |

v TR , . . ‘
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fnonymous sources o . O ? ,
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) 2y e .t L
M - n . - \
[ -
~ » . .- . ~ ¢
~ . ° Y .~ * .
» N s * - -
) o . . y > . . -
a *3.-What are the bhasic elements of newspaper policies concerning the
use of ¢anonymous sources? ) ' )

.
* .

.
o . .
' v

L, What have been the effects of the Janet Cooke incident on newspaper

¢

p01|c1es)concern|ng the use of anonymous sources and rglated ethlcgfkquestlons?

. R

" 5. What have bgen the effects of the Janet Cooke incident oq the news media’

» -

in general?

.
/e

>
>
R

-
T .

Secondary research questions covered how frequently the following

‘ . ¢ .
selected pract.ices were observed: - b e . .7

LK) J ) M
Identifying stories which centain reporter opinion, commentary or .,
analysis.

. s . ?
.
~ — . »
. A
- » ‘

2. Giving individugls‘ﬂho are charged’witﬂ‘misconduct an opportunity to °

respond Yo the charges prior to publication

SRS ' . %

- 3. Invading a person's privacy without sure warrant of the public's right
. - N & .
to koow. —_— ..
' . C
. - 7 . »
b: Correcting promptly any mistakes of fact. .

)

5. Checkingon the acguracy of stories reporteh by less experiencbﬂ
staffers. - . ' ‘

’
.
. -
«
3 ¢ *

-

_ [
’

6. Checking on the‘accuracy of stories #éported by more experienced
staffers. *

s

7% Using anonymous sources.

e

8. Honoring pledges of confidentialfty to sources ’
ot 9 . “or . .

Requiring that editors know the identity of confi@entfal sources.

. Q -
. . .
., . . . N N N

Ty

1)
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anohymous: sources ' . - L . ' ;
8-8-8 . LT R L coT
. ‘ ¢ -~ . s ..‘; -
_ - - 3
, J
10. Checking the. academic credentials of prospective employees. - {
= 11.~Check7ng'the professidnalyé:edentials of prqspective employees. S
. N i [N ~ ~ . . -
12, Using composite characters\{i stories. . ‘
: o 1t N » M v ¢«
. : Y o e N . . :
.+ 13, Encouraging partjgipation lnV}dﬁrna1|st|c,contests. ' N
“ . * _" *'_ < ’ ' .
) . U N .
' gkfferences between‘group-oWned and in egeqdent newspapers and ‘among p
. 3 . . 0‘ ‘
: . : L . AN 2 R ;
newspapers with various circulation siZes wecena{SO desirej> 8 S
) - : . : - r .
" Methods - / e . ) .
o F . - A i
. . N . o . e
The sdrvey instrument was developed "after extensive.consultation with
professional journalisfs and journalism educators. OrLg;Eélly, it contadined
. . -7 ' . ’ .- . . _
- 50 questions, but was reduced to 35 questions after a pre-tes Some questions
were open-ended, some required - 'yes/no" indicdtions and others asked for : '
* N “ hd P " .
_frequency determinations-%anging from "always'' to ''never.''
\ »
In early D9cember, 1981, questlonnalres vére mailed tq*the editots of the 4
o .
100 largest‘newspapers(by cnrculatlon) in the Uniged States and to a randomly
™ . . . 29 A .
drawn sample of 50 editors of newspapers in state capitals. A cover MNetter .
. ’ ’ ~ S . ) -
and a stamped self addreﬂsed return envelope accompanied each questlonna re. :
/ . 3
In the cover letter, the fd{lownng definition of the “use of gnnamed source
and unattributed information't was given: : )
’ , 0 / :
N ‘ ) -
) .the reporting of opinion, speculatlon or alleged "facts"
' w:thout citing the source of the information by name, By our . e
definifion, such identification techniques-as '3n informed source,
- Ma spokesman for the mayor”*and Hacreliable source,“ plus such
speculative phrases as '\it is belleved " Yit is reported' and 'i '
ts alleged! would beg examples of us:ng~unnamed sources and . -
unaLtrubuLcd information. - C, ) - - A
= g P ' . ,
Al . . ) :
' ’ % 0y 19 b - )
. + . ' . W-l
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. , e S
. N + N
- - & . R = ~ * h
o .. " . " e « .
- - " . ‘ - S L, -‘ .
<y . Ip, 1atg January, 1382, a reminder letter was sent. .lmall, 70 qugstionnaires.
. . . . N

. *

e / ‘ . .
were returned (46% return rate), but five were not completed, 'so oaly 65 were

2 . . ~
-

used in the final analysis. - ‘ N . ’

L] . < N
‘ [ L
| ..

kespbnses were key.punchéd on standard 1BM 80-column computer cards.
!

- ) . . ’ - .
*Analyses werg conducted using SPSS computer techniques such as: frequencies,
. e, . a \ ‘ .
crosstabulations and correlations. ™ ', e - )
. ! « 7 1 4 ‘ . i \
Findings - , . f ‘ 1 S : )
—— . . ° “, '
" . (Policies) . . St
« ’ . ? - ) . R .. '\ N ‘e N
’ About 32% of the-newspapers had formaf, written policies governing the

q

* \' . ) . . . . . ‘ ’ ‘ '.-
L use of anonymous sources, About 63% had informal, oral.policies concerning
’ ‘ AN . ’ ‘ oo * . . 3

L . . .
such use. (See Table 1) _ | SR . .
. o R . . ‘ o

.

. About’ 5% of the rfewspapcrs had both formal and” informal policies,. 27%

<

& s ’

o " had only a formal policy, 65%-had 6n1y an informal policy and 3% had no ﬁolicy

= at all: The Pearson correlation of the two bo]icy types was highly negative..,
(Pearson r=-.8224, p <:OOI)- . . S L

. 4 ' .

v . N

- v

- More largkr than smaljer dailigs tended .to have formal policies. Small .

and medium-sized dailfes tended to have informal policies more’often than did

. -

' -
large dailies.. . .
. .- » o : . * e [
N ) (Policy Elements)
~ LI . . ' AN
i .- The most common aspect of wewspaper policies concerning the use of anonymous"®
. . L A . -~ v,

. : - .

- %sources was. that editors had to krfow the identities of such sources. (See TFable 2)
Other major aspects inc]uded'using ahonymous sources as a.last resort only,

verifying information 6btaiged.frqm sudch sources and describing such sources

.
.
N .

<t .

o . A 7 ) . i
ERIC . ' 11
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v ' N - . oy e - - .
’ . . - . . .
L . .- v {® v '
. . > b s . 3 — ]
[ o ’ e e - N % . > . < PR
g \ ~— " 8 - . . . . . . .
.
,

- - K .
. . ’ .

in stories as fu]ly as possnble wﬁthout revealnng thelr |dent|t|es. Lgss‘ﬁ.
»

-

~ . . .
»

promlnent aspects |ncluded grantnng confudentlgqtty to protect ‘the 1|fe

., propertyeor Job of a soqrce, forblddnng persona1 attacks/;y anonynous sources, "..' o
. trustlng the compétency of reporters, forblddlng the use of anonymous sources _ ‘T’/lo" .
-and granting confidentfality-to ”officua]y sources oyly. o ) " . ’ ) ’

. 1 lndependentﬁnewspapers-tended.to have\“gnanting confiden@Lafity‘to'orotecti .2 ~ )
sources” in. ;helr policies™ more often than dld group- owned neWSpapers~ Thei°;',:‘ : ;.°.
policies- of ;mail danl;es contalned “edntqrs must knou tﬁe |dent|tles of \f~.‘ .

. confidential sources" moreuofteh than_did ‘the policies of other newspapers. o -
: ° .o .
s oL (Cooke Case Effects on Pollcnes) - S L -

- -

The Janet Cooke-nncldent had affected the pO]ICIeS‘Of most qf the ™ . 4

z . . -
.

. newspapers. About-hé%:indicated they wererunvmore carefully‘§crut|n|2|ng stories

. Y - .

which contained information obtained from anonymous sources'to,ensgre adcuracy.
Ve

‘(See Table 3) Other effects |ncluded more often requ|r|ng that -editors be told -
‘ . I . . ~ : \‘
¥ the identities of conf:dentlal sources, more thoroughly checking the academic

“and professiongl credentials of prospective.emp]oyees and ﬁare\often descrnblng

.

anonymous sources as ful]y as possible in- stornes - .

- .- - —_—— = ew — L}

<
Ry

- ———— - PR —— - . e . L4 ] R 2 e

«  About 12% of the newspapers had restated exustnng poblcnes concernlng the
. . . EIF . .

- _.use of anonymous'sources and about 12% had .created new policies'concerning .

- 3 . . L b . N R .

’ . - - * . .
such*use. About 35%.of the nevispapers indicated that the Janet Cooke incident
] . A

e . . ®
* v MR " o o . ‘ ¢ ) N > )
\ had not affected their ﬁolncues in any way. - : . R
~~ , . flore independent than group*owned.oewspapefs ten&bd to, indicate they -

were now requiring reporters -to reveal -the identities of confidential soufees

. ®

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: M .

) R 12 L .
EMC . . oo . v : -
L .. :
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" to editors, but more group-owned.than independent newspapers. tended to report’

BIES . ' . o éqv"" . . Q} . .

that they;Were‘identifying confidential sources as fully as posé?ble in stories:
: 3 - :

In general, large newspapers “indicated they had been less affected by the

s

Janet Coqka&ﬁhcudent than had other newspapers Small newspapers |nd|cated they

\ [

were now'§crut|n12|ng stories mote carefully and were .now demanding that veporters

LI v -~ M e T T .

-

reveal the names of corfidential sources to edlto;s fore often than did other
. . Py P N K . ) 2 v

., . . Co
newspapers. {

(Cooke Case Effects on News ‘Media)

-
- A}

S~ ,"l'\" -
:f&ghﬁg%t of the newspaper editors felt-the Janet Cooke jncident'dbfinite?ya
- Fro oaee L s .

\,hag_affected news media credibility. About 12% saud credlbllnty had been greatly

diminished and 80% said it had béen at least somewhat‘diminlshed‘ (See Table 4)
) . . . " - ) \ . .
About 74% thought the news media were now.more conscious of ensuring the accuracy
. * ~”*1 N ‘ " . . ‘
of infcgmation obtained from cbnfidentiaﬁ sources;

-

»

/ ~ N
Edltors fer large newspapers perceived a greater degree of diminished

< i . N

credlblllty -than.did ogher edltors, but tended to percelve the media as belqg

2

. . % W’a kq"
Jess consc ious aboutsgggh?nng the,accuracy of |nformat|on obtaunc =¥ rom .

anonymous ‘sources. . ) : . ‘ . §§?
- &8 ,Z«'«?
(Selected Practicgs Frequéencies) ‘

Most editors indicated their newspapers regularly identified stories
8 . . .

which contain reporter opinion, commertary.or.analysis;.gave persons accused

of misconduct an Gpportunity to respond to the charges prior toEpublication;\'
. —

refused to invade a person's privacy unless justified by the pubkéc's right to
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anonymous sources . . \ ,\ - -
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.
’

Enow; and corrected mistakes promptly. (See Table 5) . -

- ]
b 0.

About 79% of the editors said their newspape?s rarely used unnamed sources

‘ln .stories, but 89% reported that when pledges of confndentlallty were g|ven, \-Q~
they were honored. About 79% sald they or some other ed|tor always "had to be '
. B .

.tolddthe namegs of sué¢h sources, though. i} ‘a

3 ~N . .
About 56% of the editors‘indicated that régulat checks were made on the j -
said similar - -

/‘ q

s

&r
:( :

accuracy of storjes written by |nexper|enced reporters. About 41%

14
v

checks‘were made of stories written by veteran reporters. Most newspapers
. ]

.tolloWed a regular paftern_of checking on accuracy regardless 5f the experience

Vv

of the rEporters inved ved. (Pearsbn:r=+:7882, p <3001) N

. . . N
Kbout 61% of the editors reported their newspapers regularly checked

. the academlc credentials of prospective employees.’ About 89% sa|d they
regularly checked the professronal credentials of such xnd|V|duals

] < -

Generally, newspapers followed a falrly con5|stent pattern of check:ng

. credentials. (Pearson r~+ 5489, p <:OOl S

Few editors indicated that their newspapers used composite characters

in stories. About 84% said they never used them. Journalistic contests were
‘ ) ,
About 67% of the editors said they regularly\enqouraged

-~ D

génerally accepted.
. . ’

reporters to enter such contests.

q . ’ .
. In the selected practices, only two sgatisflcally significant differences
} * e ' ] * °
were found between group-owned and independent newspapers;and among newspapéFs
T . ST B

-

in the three circulation categories. "

©

Independent ncwspapers checked academic

credeqtials more regularly than did group-owned necuspapers. Medium-sized
. . . [

"
.

A-

Cow ‘ /
. 1.1 ) . /\.' . .

s
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>

_mewspapers pﬁombtlyﬁsarrected,mistakes.less regular19 ;han.aid other newspaper

N
- - -
o 2 A

& ~ . .
There were some pronouncéd tendencie ;dr large newspapers to observe

»

certain practices'moF§?fegularly than smfller newspapers. Large newspapers
. . - 5 N . N L4

.

- -
Qxl

tended to identify E‘bries whtch contaip reporter opinion of analysis more

._,.vl . ’ \-
often, to refuse g?-@qMade a person's'fprivacy without sure warrant of the
. AR T - )
public's right tH know more often, tg use anonymous sources more often and .

\ . - ..
to check on thevacademic and profesgional credentials of prospect iné employees

p -

. . .
'y . . .
+ more offen. ‘

L4 - -
L '
Discussion
; . (Summary) .

i 5 e

-

#Almost all of the newspap

Ry \, - ) - . & .
policy concérnnng the use of anonymous sources. Most palicies stressed that

¢

confidentiality should be granted only as_a last°resort'to“pr6téct the lifes

° propérty or job of a source.
»: A/ A

the nanfes of confidential sources.

-~
P

- Most editors demanded that reporters tell them

Reporters were also expected to verify the

~ i

w2

information obtained from such squrces and to describe the sources as fully
)"“‘\ =~ ~ N

& Y -
d be to judge the credibility of +the
. . e o

.

[ ]

. as,_ possible so that readers woul
—t
information, T B

The Janet Cooke incident had prompted newspapers to check more terefully

v ) - . i
the accuracy of stories based on information obtained from anonymous sources,

~—

. to demand more often that editors be told bh%.names of such sources and to

. check more thoroughly the acadmnh:énd professional Eregent}als of prospective

]
.
.

. . L\ \
' “ S

Qo ' v i g K
ERIC . ' +J . '

P s e SR : “
.

S.

s surveyed in this study had some type of "*“

4
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»

emp]oyees.- About a third of the editors said the incident had had no effect
S .

~oh;the‘policies'of their newspapers.

Most ofs the editors thought the incident had had a positive and a negaiive
. : ’

~effect ¢ mews media in general. They thought the incident had at least

: K4
.1 Lo \ g A . L
more concerned about ensuring the accuraey of stories containing lngprmatton

> .

obtained from unnamed sources.

somewhat diminished the cred%lity of the'medfa, but that newspapers were now

/"

Most edltors |nd|cated they generally followed acdﬁﬂxﬁ profess:ona]

guidelines if their handl:ng of sensitive subject matter. They said they

rarely allowed the use of ufnamed sources or composite characters and made

’ ta N - ! .
fairly regular check&’07 the accuragy of stories. The editors reported their
2 ] N

newspapers'regulaélé checked'&hefacadeﬁic and professional credentials of

. .
oo & .

‘prospective emplofees. Most newspapers' also encouraged reporters to enter
* .4
journalbstic contests. -
>

% . [y

" Newspdpers were [easonably homogeneous. Few giatlstucally sugnufucant

.

differences between group-owned and lndependent nrewspapers or @among newspapers

with c1rcu1at:ons over 200,0Q0,/between 200,000 and 100,000 and under 100,000

/ 4 v .
o , P
. Yere found. . . .
* ’ e, .

-

» ¢

(Model Policy)
—
S/ ; \ . .
A model policy governing the use of unnamed: sources can easily be developed %N
S h ; v
- ) o . ¥
‘from the findings of this study. The policy would requiresthat sconfidentiality
. ¢ : O {

[

be granted onbky wﬁen there Wis no other wayktonEtaiqAﬁpe desired information and

» >
. -

e
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\

-+ has agreed to the'grantfﬁg of anonymity.

anponymous sources

» .
"

~ -

\

oply after the top editorial officer is ﬁold‘the identity of ,the source and\_

v

- . i ©o- o
The policy would also require that readers be-given the reasons.for the
'y

granting of confidentiality and that unnamed sources be described in stories

as fui]y as possible to,allow readers to judge the credibility of the information”

obtained froh such sources. Finally, the policy would requlre that all - e
)

|nformat|on obralned from confidential sources be verified hy at least two

ather sources."

(Limitations/Suggestions)

Al;arger,sample vould increase the representativeness of the findings.
”. -
Future research might sqxvey smaller d811y newspapers and posslbly even weekly’

o
’ Ay
.

neﬁspapers ) . . ‘

- . L]

Actual content analyses of newspaper stories would complement the self—report

53 g
data on the frequency'of the use of anonymous sdurces The edltors reported rare

use of such sources, but research tends to refute thelréggalms tn addition;

it would be useful to dlscover the specific criteria used to determine when

N »

= ‘
to grant c0nf|dent|allty to aﬁ50urce and the polncnes of n ﬁé@gpers concernlng

_wirp service stories whlch contaln |nformat|on attrnbuted Y%ﬂﬁ%named solirces.

A
.~ Despite its Iimitatioqs, this study does provide valﬁable, new information

concerﬁing the use of unnamed sources and unattributed inforfhation in the news

’

¥ stories of the largest daily newspapers in the United States. This\studQ also:
3 B . -

contributes té the knowledge of the effects of the“Janet Cooke incident on the

o P »
poliecies arnd practices of those same newspapers.
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. TABLE 1

v N

3

Newspapers That Have Polnc:es Concerning the Use of Anonymous Sources in News

Stories in.Percent by Aff:llatnon and Clrculatton Size

>

L

2

Y
-~ -

v " P Y
: . v . ) .
. ' . AfFILIATION CLRCULATION SIZE
TYPE OF POLICY ¥ " ALL NEWSPAPERS GROUP ' INDEP 200K+ 100K+ -100K
, . . ‘ (n=65) - (22) (83) - (18)  (29) (18)
. . K ¢ " .
Formal/Written Policy - ~ 32 o 36 . 30 39 35 22
-~ ‘ v ‘ U . . . “ ‘ »
informal/Oral Policy 69, 4 .73 67 56 Sk “ 78
-4.‘\‘ ‘h )
. . 1
) 2
v . . - ;’.‘i‘
Y .
Y
~ 'Q‘ - ’ »
~ ' . 3 . k]
. ! 3t
» * " . \ ,
» ' 5 ~
"
. .
-~ ’ 4 - o~ . . Jp \
Lo s
hd -
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News paper Polncy Elem'?t &
By Affiliation and Cir "&gmog |ze o

r‘hg‘ia;h'e Ase of AnOnym0us Sources in Percent

¥eo \d
¢

LY ~

~— “JL
F

°

— —

AFFILIATION

CIRCULATION S1ZE

POLICY ELEMENT AT_L NEWSPAPERS o GROUP  INDEP 200K+ 100K+ -100K }
(N=6S) (22) . (43) (18y- (29) . (18) o
Vi N . R ) . R
< ~ b ) v !
K - ‘ . - !
Editors Must Know .07 86 86 86 - 67 90 100% '
Names of Sources et . 4 ’ ‘
_ r © . ] . ™~
Use as a Last Resort 70 . .73 0 67 . 67 . 79 56w ;
-~ ’ . ) . . - ¢ 7 "
Verify Informatjon } ' Lo | . LY | 40 39 4 39 .
‘ . . . ? . ’ - J . i
~4__Describe Source Ful by, ) 28 o 32 K 26 28 §5 17
Use to Protect Source’ oo . 9 21 17 47 17
No Personal Attacks Allowed “17 v - 1 19 1217 17
‘ . ‘ . ) . )
Trust: Reporters' Judgment . 6 Y 9 5‘ 17, 3 0 ‘
Forbid Use o 5. 0 7 1. 3 0
- L] -~ 0
Use Only if Source is "Official! 3 6 3 11 0 0 -
. ’ w
., v .05a‘ ) % ) -
P< S el LN
N - _
\‘ * . 3
a Statistical sngmf(cancé determined by chi-square Rrocedures on all variables .
. for all tables. \ a.‘ * ¢ S
-~ \ * - \C
U 4 .
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TABLE 3 -

-Percelved Effects of Janet Cooke/”Washlngton Post' Ingcident off Newspaper PonCIes

ald

S e In Percent by Aff:]lbtlon and Clrculatlon Size .
- > . . s -
. ! AFFILIATION CIRCULATION SIZE .
EFFECT ' ALL NEWSPAPERS GROUP INDEP - 200K+ 100K+ -100K
. (N=65) (22) (43) 4,(18) ~ (29) . (18)
- (\ N * . ’ _
"lo Effect _ 35 36 35 39, b 22 X -
. N\ ' .
Scrutinize Stordes More- 46 46 ﬁ} 33 38 72%
. Y .
Reveal Names of Sources o . - . 32 L . 11 L5 61%
) To Editors ' : .
Check Professional % 31 32 30 11 " -35 Ly,
Credentials More. ’ ‘ . e v
. z N - - d ’,A .
Check Academic S > 3 © .27 33 2. 35 . 33,
Gredentials More, C il : : L
N . o ?f‘
Identify Sources * ) iéi?x \\\ 27 16 - 6 31 17
More Fully N .- - ) e
- ~ * ) . 1
Restate a Policy ; * 2. : 18 g - 6 - 21 .6
- Create a Policy - 2 . 9 th 17 = 10 1
’ : . 1 : - =
. ’
- ! . : - ‘
. U 7
»- . ' \
-
v . 7/ Y
-~ l"l) . »
o XV
A
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. TABLE 4
. \.\ R
PerceivedtEffects of Janet Cooke/''Washington
Jn Percent STAffiliat\lon and Ci

L] »

{
Post" Ineident on Mass Media
rculation Size e

o

X d
s

AFFILIATION

cm_cwén SIZE s

EFFECT > A.LL. NEWSPAPERS GROUP INDEP' 200K+ 100K+ -100K
G (N=65) = 5. (22) (43) (18) (29).  {18)
oy Lo . . } '_..‘ B N
Diminished Crédibikity I 80 - 73 84 <72 86 . 79
Somewhat, - ' - J C B
\ 3 I & » . ~
Diminished Credibility * 12 9 ¥ - 28 . 3 11
Greatly . \ - '
. ’u. ‘ e . ’ R : o~
Prompted Mote Attentignf 7h 77 72 56 83 78
To Accuracy of Informa'tion ) . € ) .
i - o - . -
. ¢ - N - -
No Effect * 3 e o 2 . 5 . 0 <6 - 0o, . 0 ’
f < -;\r\‘:’:‘ - .
< . ° '_
’ 4 ) 14 L)
i “, .;1'4!-' - &
p éos - ‘ .
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TABLE 5

‘

Frequency of Observance of Selected Préct%ces in Percent by'Affiliatiod and ,
Circdlation\Size : \ _
o 2 L
P N . ’ . R ) o ‘_ﬂ\_/fﬁi

2t . L ' : . "AFFILIATION = .. CIRCULATION S|ZE
PRACIJCE : ALE NEWSPAPERS - GROUP INDEP - 200K+ 100K+ -100Kv ., -
N L ' -(N=65) . - (22)  (43) (18)= . (29) (13);
N ‘ \
N © e
ldentify Stories Which
Contain Reporter Opini

Alyays

Most Times

>

Average

Rarely .
» s .
4 G-
Never

o o

Give Persons Charged With
Misconduct an -Opportunity
Jo Respond to €hardes
*Always -
Most Times
I 4
Avérage
" Rarely

Never

.rcontinu
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- . , JTABLE 5(cdnt,) . : - b

PRACT.I CE . ALL’NEwspAP‘E\s . GROUP INDEP 200K+, 100K+ =100K
. . . . ™ - .

ad 4

) . v . % . R
- Refuse to Invade a Person's . , . 3 T TR T
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