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What would it take to develop a new Code of Journalism for the 21st Century? 
This was the question asked by about 15 participants at the spring conference of The Media Consortium, March 2-3, 2017 in Washington, D.C. In two circle-round break-out sessions over two days an ad hoc group began an intellectual struggle to answer that question.  A growing number of people are contributing ideas and words. 
The initial result, as of April 8, is two draft, working documents:
· The Journalists’ Manifesto -- Eleven Pledges 

· A Journalism Code (for the 21st century)
PREMISES 


The work began because of a sense at the TMC circle-round meetings that:
· Many scholarly and popular definitions of “journalism” do not yet reflect profound changes in how journalism is delivered or who delivers it.

· We have moved from a world where current information is scarce and news organizations were gatekeepers to a world where information is abundant and news organizations are challenged to help the public to select the information they need to be self governing.

· These “ecosystem” changes affect the values, principles, purposes and truth worthiness of journalism.

· No one definition is necessary or perhaps even desirable. 

· The public practices elements of journalism across social media and as a result defining approaches to journalism is a vital task.

· Practices around objectivity, independence and advocacy may vary among producers of journalism. 

· The public has a right to know the collected journalism values and principles applied by a given writer, reporter, editor, producer, filmmaker, broadcaster, podcaster, publication or online service.

· Those who produce journalism have an ethical obligation to be open and transparent about the values and principles they apply.



VALUES, PRINCIPLES, ELEMENTS 


Key adjectives used by members of the working group to characterize journalism included: Accuracy, clarity, meaning, understanding, independent, context, sourcing, balance, transparency, fairness, currency, stimulating, useful and important. 


In this document, we use the term “values” within statements that provide an overriding sense of purpose or mission.  We speak of “principles” as within statements that express how values are expressed or applied.  
We appreciate the exhaustive work of Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel for their much-admired book, The Elements of Journalism, first published in 2001 and substantially updated at least twice since.  They declare 10 “elements” as among the most important “principles and practices” of journalism. They are bedrock principles. 
“ . . . [J]ournalists must put public trust through public engagement at the heart of everything they do,” former Seattle Times Executive Editor Michael R. Fancher wrote in a Fall 2009 Nieman Reports essay. He urged journalists to “let go of the sense that we have control and recognize how much better public-service journalism can be when we accept the public as true partners.” 
During the TMC sessions, these additional principles were offered. One purpose of this report and two related documents, the new code and manifesto, is to prompt answers this question:  Might any of these point to “new elements” of journalism?  Here are some of the answers offered by participants in the March TMC discussions at Washington: 
. 
· Journalism in all its variants must be relentlessly fact driven with respect for objective truth.

· Journalism often reflects the values, biases and conflicts of those who create it. They must be fully acknowledged and disclosed.

· There is no inherent conflict between ethical journalism and advocacy for a stated “greater good” when point-of-view and values are disclosed.

· While achieving a neutral point of view is often a worthy goal, it implies situations framed as disputes or contests with polls of opinion. A more useful aspiration might be to foster transparency, discussion and fairness. 

· A Journalism Code for the 21st century should acknowledge responsibility for impact resulting from decisions about coverage and proportion, offering opportunities for solutions to problems.

· Journalism is best when it fosters inquiry, understanding, meaning and dialogue, provides context, opens possibilities, and builds toward solutions with a sensitivity to language and diverse humanity. 

BEDROCKS: FACTS AND TRUTH


For more than a century, people who call themselves journalists have committed themselves to first serving readers, viewers, listeners and their communities. They adhere to an ethic of respect for the application and presentation of verifiable facts in a quest for objective truth. Whether facts should be the basis for analysis or opinion that reveals relative “truths” -- and whether that constitutes journalism -- is properly and continuously the subject of scholarly and public debate.
“The Journalism Code Project” does not pretend to have decided or advanced such debate. Rather, it seeks to acknowledge that is exists, that it is healthy -- even vital -- to participatory democracy -- and that it should be ongoing.  it also seeks to guide the users and creators of journalism in defining where they are, or wish to be, across that spectrum. 
MAKING A DIFFERENCE -- ADVOCACY, OBJECTIVITY


From the time cavemen scratched hieroglyphics-like markings, humans have sought to communicate in order to improve their lives -- to make a difference. How we communicate determines how we make a difference, and what we affect.  Journalism is no different. 
There is a growing view that what has traditionally been termed “objective”  journalism, in practice, may tend to support established institutions and points of view, and thus it is in fact a form of status quo advocacy, says Rory O’Connor, who teaches news literacy at Stony Brook University and is a documentary filmmaker. As a result, the journalism of traditional news outlets has become a less-trusted source within marginalized communities, adds O’Connor. 
“And if a piece of journalism “isn’t advocacy, it isn’t journalism,” media theorist Jeff Jarvis, professor at the CUNY School of Graduate Journalism said in a blog post in 2016.  “Isn’t advocacy on behalf of principles and the public the true test of journalism? The choices we make about what to cover and how we cover it and what the public needs to know are acts of advocacy on the public’s behalf. Don’t we believe that we act in their interest? After all, what is a journalist, if not an advocate on behalf of the public?”
“We might have passed the point where we can talk about objectivity in journalism with a straight face,” says Patricia Aufderheide, University Professor of Communication Studies at American University. “Objectivity was always a shortcut. It was a useful little shortcut of a concept to say you should be fair, you should be honest, you should have integrity, you should tell people accurately and responsibly what you think are the important things about what you saw or researched. If what we’re doing is advocating for the public, that’s our job.”
Yes! Magazine, published by the non-profit Positive Futures Network, has developed and published a clear “point of view” statement. “As an organization we take pride in both our commitment to fact-based journalism and our belief in the possibility of a world that works for all,” Yes! Co-founder David Korten wrote in January 2017. “In my experience, the two go hand in hand.”
QUESTIONING EQUAL-TIME PROPORTIONALITY


Most debates have more than two sides, so choosing two of them constraints terms and options, says TMC circle-round participant Steve Persanti, editor and chief executive of Berrett-Koehler Publishers. “The traditional view of journalistic impartiality was that news media, especially broadcast media, would devote nearly equal time to covering both sides of debates,” he says. “However, it has become clear that such equal-time treatment can lead to giving legitimacy to unfounded and irresponsible allegations while normalizing the telling of falsehoods -- so that the public has difficulty distinguishing what is true and what is not.”
Persanti adds: “Today’s needed view of journalistic impartiality is to seek to establish what is true and to help audiences distinguish what is true, even if that means giving more or less coverage to one side of debates and to calling out some statements as untrue.”  
Adds Peggy Holman, executive director of Journalism That Matters:
“The modern era of journalism has been characterized by an ethic of objectivity. An unintended consequence: many journalists have lost touch – and the trust – of those they serve. This decades-long experiment has shown that all journalism is advocacy. Objectivity is implicitly advocacy on behalf of the status quo.  ‘Objective’ journalism can have deadly consequences for those who are not well served by the current system. One example: the continued negative characterizations of young, black men which has contributed to an epidemic of shootings.”


Dayton Martindale, editor of In These Times, calls for a new definition of journalism around Fancher’s “new ethic of public engagement”: 
“This model, while no less dedicated to fairness and accuracy, comes with it a willingness to engage with the communities we serve, debate and discuss questions of values, be honest and up front about our own perspectives, and further a social mission of building a more just society -- though what exactly that means is an open conversation among us, our readers and the rest of the world. We will be transparent and independent rather than pretending at impartiality, and will seek to put the truth in context to give our readers the best possible understanding of the issues at hand.” 

Filmmaker and former print journalist Stephen Silha, a co-founder of Journalism That Matters, says a journalist:  
· tells the truth, from multiple perspectives if possible

· listens deeply, crafts stories both individual and collective

· verifies facts, at least two times if possible

· gives context to facts

· reveals methods, relationships, sponsors of reporting (transparency)

· conveys information of use to citizens

· pays attention to voices not usually heard

· helps people make meaning of what’s going on

· asks the question ‘what’s possible now’ in addition to “who, what, where, when, why and how”


                         

C:\Users\Bill\Google Drive\journalism-code-project\journalism-code-project-04-08-17-BD.doc

