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Abstract: It was just a few days before The Spokesman-Review in Spokane, WA, was set to publish what would
be its most controversial story ever, and one of the most talked-about newspaper investigations of 2005: the
explosive revelation that Spokane Mayor Jim West was a closet homosexual, and had been meeting young gay
men via an online chat room for at least a year. Enter Bob Steele, the Nelson Poynter Scholar for Journalism
Values at the Poynter Institute in St Petersburg, FL, whose advice on newsroom ethics has become nearly as
sought-after as Dr Phil's views on marriage. The Spokesman-Review case is just one of hundreds of "911" calls
for help that Steele and his ethics staff at Poynter field every year. One area that has drawn increased ethical
attention is the ongoing coverage of immigration issues. Steele's colleagues at Poynter understand because
ethical questions can pop up suddenly, often at inconvenient hours, they will continue to be called on at odd
times to provide help to journalists.  
Links: Find Full Text 
Full Text: Headnote When the going gets tough, the tough get going - often with a 911 call to a special Poynter
unit IT WAS JUST A FEW DAYS BEFORE THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW in Spokane, Wash., was set to publish
what would be its most controversial story ever, and one of the most talked-about newspaper investigations of
2005: the explosive revelation that Spokane Mayor Jim West was a closet homosexual, and had been meeting
young gay men via an online chat room for at least a year. Adding to the controversy was how the paper had
uncovered this information - it had hired a computer expert to pose online as a gay man and lure the mayor into
a trap. As they prepared the report for its May 10 publication, Spokesman-Review Editor Steve Smith and
Managing Editor Gary Graham wanted to make sure they had covered all the bases, checked all the facts, and
reviewed all of the potential ethics-related problems. Enter Bob Stecle, the Nelson Poynter Scholar for
Journalism Values at the Poynter Institute in St. Petersburg, Fla., whose advice on newsroom ethics has
become nearly as sought-after as Dr. Phil's views on marriage. "We wanted his thoughts on the ethics of the
online elements," says Graham, recalling his phone call to Steele in May 2005. "He walked it through with me.
'Did you think about this, did you think about that?' We felt comfortable that he thought we had been very careful
and were prepared to deal with the adverse reaction." The paper, upon Steeles suggestion, included an editor's
note from Smith explaining the process and the paper's reason for its report. "He had suggested a real
transparent approach, and to explain to readers our decisions," Graham recalls. "Bob's advice crystallized our
thoughts on what we might say." In the end, the paper took a lot of heat, but Graham says the report sparked
neither legal action nor a request for corrections. As for West, he was recalled in a special election late last year
(and died July 22 of complications from colon cancer surgery). The Spokesman-Review case is just one of
hundreds of "911 calls for help that Steele and his ethics staff at Poynter field every year. From questions about
conflicts of interest to whether or not to list the names of registered sex offenders, the Poynter ethics team has
seen pleas for help - many of them just before deadline increase dramatically in just the past few years. The
high-profile Jayson Blair and Jack Kelley cases also sparked new ethics policy reviews at many papers. "I think
there is a greater recognition of how important ethical decision-making is," says Steele, a former broadcast
journalist and University of Maine professor who has been with Poynter since 1989. While the institute has long
been known for its in-house and on-site seminars on a variety of journalism issues, including ethics, the number
of "rabbi" calls (as Steele refers to them) seeking advice on specific cases has grown dramatically. "It runs 200
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to 300 calls and e-mails a year," Steele, 59, says of writers' and editors' requests to him for help, noting that
Poynter's eight-person ethics staff handles up to 25 such inquiries per week in addition to its other work.
Poynter doesn't charge for its consultations, and handles all of its cases on a confidential basis. "He is
detached, he's very knowledgeable about the media, about the press, more than a lot of us caught up in the
newsroom," Byron Calame, public editor of The New York Times and a former longtime editor at The Wall
Street Journal, says about Steele. "With his Poynter distance, he can look at things in a slightly less stress-
ridden way than many of us who call him." Pam Fine, managing editor of The Indianapolis Star and a former top
editor at The Star-Tribune m Minneapolis, agrees. "I have been relying on Bob and Poynter for years. Several
times a year I find myself engaging them," she says. "One of his key messages is to put yourself in the position
of the stakeholders." But not even-one follows Steele's advice to the letter. Mary Leonard, deputy managing
editor of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, faced a unique quandary in April when the paper reported on an uproar at
one of its suburban high schools: The story centered on a list circulating among boys at the school that
essentially rated the female students in some vulgar and sexually explicit ways. When word of the list reached
the Internet - and some parents - it became a Page One story for the Pout-Gazette. "It was really, really raunchy
and the school board had a copy of it," Leonard recalls. "It was out there and over-the-top graphic and
disgusting." The ethical issue arose when a columnist suggested publishing some examples of the descriptions
on the list, but without names. Executive Editor David Shribman knocked down the idea, but suggested an
online entry. "Because I am in charge of the online operation, I wasn't sure of the idea, so I called Bob," she
recalls. "I expected him to tell me that the standards would not be different online. But he told me that it han
been different online - that you can bury it more and you can warn people." Still, Leonard and the other editors
chose not to publish the graphic examples anywhere - but praised Steele for helping them decide. A valued
resource emerges Poynter's ethics-assistance history dates back to the 1980s, at the start of its ethics program.
Steele became its first full-time director in 1.9H9 after a career that included broadcasting stints in Iowa and
Maine. His stall' has since grown to two full-time and eight part-time ethics instructors out of Povnter's 20-
person faculty. Its offerings have expanded to include many self-help programs at www.poynter.org. Among
them are a listing of guidelines and regular questions to ask about most ethics dilemmas. In addition, there's the
"Poynter On Call" hotline, 877-63.9-7817, which journalists in need of help can call 24 hours a day to reach a
representative. (The best time to call is between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. EST.) "Poynter staffers have always been
out there, and we would get calls from people we have known through our seminars," says Kelly McBride, a
four-year Poynter instructor and ethics group leader. "But now we are getting more cold calls than we used to,
people who come to us on their own with questions. It reflects the broader trend in the industry that when you
are making decisions on a matter of ethics, there is a process to go through, not just a gut feeling." McBride,
who averages three or four such inquiries each week, is at the top of the hotline list, which includes seven
Poynter staffers who are referred to in order by the hotline operators. She says the majority of calls in recent
months break down into two broad categories: minimi/ing harm and personnel issues. The first relate to
concerns over publishing information that might negatively affect someone, such as the Spokane case, in which
"You know it will do harm, reveal a secret, or harm a business or organization," she says. The second common
category usually deals with disciplining an employee - or not - for plagiarism or some kind of conflict of interest.
She cites a recent call from a television station concerned about placing on its Web site a list of local registered
sex offenders as part of a story on the issue. "We walked through the process of how accurate the list was, who
was on it, how they are treated on the list," McBride recalls about her conversation with the producer. They
ultimately did not publish the list, but instead took a different angle. Steele and McBride stress that they do not
seek to tell editors and reporters which decisions to make, but merely guide them. In most cases, the Poynter
staffers follow a list of 10 standard questions that were first developed in 1990 (see page 46). Says Steele,
"One of the most important things is the elarity of what the ethics issue is. In some cases, it is helping to form a
sound argument to bosses, from reporters to editors, editors to publishers." He adds that he often asks callers
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to come up with three alternatives for resolving the problem, then explain which one they would choose and
why. What's an editor to do? Few issues have struck Executive Editor Janet Weaver of The Tampa (Fla.)
Tribune as hard as the one she faced in mid-2002. Then the editor of the Sarasota (Fla.) Herald-Tribune,
Weaver found herself debating what to do with Managing Editor Rosemary Armao after Armao criticized a top
state official in an e-mail response to a reader. The incident followed a Herald-Tribune profile of Katharine
Harris, the former secretary of state who gained national notice in 2000 for her role in the Florida recount of the
disputed presidential election. When a reader e-mailed Armao to criticize the story as a "one-sided puff piece,"
the managing editor shot back defensively, revealing her distaste for Harris, her plans to vote against the
politician, and criticism of the Democratic Party for "not finding a better candidate" to oppose her. As Weaver
faced public demands to fire Armao, as well as supporters urging her to keep the valued editor, she turned to
Steele, leaving a message at his office that he returned later that night. "He called me at home and we wound
up talking for two hours," she remembers. "He provided the role of letting me talk out my own feelings and
concerns." She recalls Steele helping her formulate three alternatives, as per his usual goal. Those included
removing Armao for violating an ethical statute, writing a note to readers explaining what happened and
admitting that it was wrong, or keeping Armao on the job hut not allowing her to he involved in anything related
to coverage of Harris. Soon after, Armao resigned. "I think that was where it was headed," Weaver says. "But I
don't know where else I could have gotten that kind of dispassionate independent opinion. He is more oi'a
therapist." Other editors who have come to Steele and Poynter's staffers offered similar accounts, adding that
the institute is nearly always their lirst call when an ethical dilemma looms. Earl Maucker, editor of the South
Florida Sun-Sentinel in Fort Lauderdale, cites two instances. The first, in 2004, involved an allegation of
plagiarism against an editorial writer, which Maucker admits was less severe than most. The editorial writer had
penned an unsigned editorial about the environment that cited statistics first revealed in a guest Op-Ed piece in
The New York Times. The author of the Times piece had called seeking credit. Maucker took this to AIy Colon,
Poynter's reporting, writing, and editing group leader, and sought guidance. "I called and said this was a little bit
of a gray area," Maucker remembers. "He said I should go back and look at this writer's work to see if there was
a pattern, and there wasn't." Eventually, Maucker chose not to fire the writer, but reprimanded him and required
that he attend a Poynter session on ethics. The paper also ran a clarification that explained what had happened
and gave credit to the original source. The ethics session Colon held at the paper focused on the dangers of
using previously printed material without care - "being more sensitive on research and background," he
explains. In a more recent incident in April, Maucker took a case directly to Steele. This one involved Sun-
Sentinel political columnist and reporter Buddy Nevins speaking to a local Republican Club. During his remarks,
Nevins mentioned that he had recently registered as a Republican so he could vote in the gubernatorial primary
for a specific candidate. Maucker found that the declaration had compromised Nevins' ability to appear non-
partisan, and removed him from coverage of the race. "At that moment, he gave up his journalistic
independence," the editor wrote in a note to readers following the assignment change. "By declaring support for
a candidate, he irreparably damaged !incredibility of this newspaper." Maucker says Steele helped guide him by
reminding him to "tell your readers why and how the Sun-Sentinel honors journalistic independence."
Eventually, Maucker removed Nevins from all political coverage, hut allowed him to remain at the paper in other
assignments. "I think there is a real consciousness among editors to make sure it's done right," Maucker says of
his and other newsroom leaders' efforts to seek Poynter s guidance. "It's always good to have a sounding
board." Hard calls at tough times Steele and McBride report that many of the calls for help come at inopportune
moments. An avid tennis player, Steele has given counsel on his favorite court, at family events, and even on a
sailboat. "I call people back in between sets," says Steele, who plays several nights a week. "I did a long call
while driving across Alligator Alley [the Everglades highway] from Tampa to Miami. I was wrestling with the cell
phone connection and trying not to run off the road." Steele recalls another instance as he was walking oft" the
18th green at a golf course in Indianapolis when a newspaper columnist rang him with a conflict-of-interest
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question. Several vacations, from Arizona to the Smoky Mountains, have also been interrupted with crisis calls -
including one from The Miami Herald's Jesus Diaz. The publisher phoned last year shortly after his paper fired
columnist Jim Del-'ede in a controversial move following the stalfer's taping of a phone call with a city official
who later killed himself in the newspaper's lobby. "I've done them at 4 or 5 in the morning," says Steele. "But it
is like reporting, you do what you need to do." The Poynter scholar also cites the time in 2004 that he was at
Wriglev Field in Chicago and a caller wanted some guidance, requiring him to leave his seat and walk the
person through the dilemma just a few feet from where Ians were buying beer and hot dogs. "It was smoky and
noisy, but we did it," he recalls. The 'cleanup' crew Often, however, Poynter s top guns aren't called in to act
until after the critical events occur. In many cases, Steele, McBride, and others are used for the all-important
ethics courses, sessions, or policy reviews that can result from a Jayson Blair-level scandal or a major conflict
of interest. "They recognize that they need to address these matters, look at them more closely," says Steele.
One such post-mortem involved The Cincinnati Enquirer's 1998 Chiquita case in which the paper and its owner,
Gannett Co. Inc., paid Chiquita $10 million after revealing that a reporter had stolen voice mail recordings for a
story on the company. Steele says Gannett brought him in to help revamp the company's newspaper ethics
policy. After a well-publicized 2004 plagiarism case at The Seattle Times, in which business columnist Stephen
Dunphy was discovered to have lifted portions of several columns, Steele guided the paper through a polity
review and counseling effort. "I helped them think about the next steps," he recalls about the three days he
spent at the paper. "They recognized that they had to address this matter, look at it more broadly. More
recently, in early 2006, Steele helped The Sun of Baltimore following the departure of columnist Michael
Olesker, who resigned after it was discovered that he had lifted parts of stories from other publications,
including the New York Times, for columns. Poynter has also been offering guidance through its ethics
fellowships, which are given to 16" non-staffers a year. They handle many of the requests for help, but
concentrate mostly on student needs. "Student inquiries have expanded as well," Steele notes. "The fellows are
journalists [whom] we admire for their excellent journalistic work and we respect their interest in ethics." But he
adds that sometimes those fellows can run into competitive situations if they are contacted by a rival news
organization. Sensitive subjects One area that has drawn increased ethical attention is the ongoing coverage of
immigration issues. Steele says he's recently received more than a few calls on the subject. Among those
inquiries was one from Rick Thames, editor of The Charlotte (N.C.) Observer, who phoned last spring as the
paper prepared a series on illegal immigration. One of Thames' commis was whether to identify some of the
unlawfully employed workers cited in the stories. "Authorities had gotten very aggressive about looking for
moments to pick up illegal immigrants," he recalls, noting that the paper did not want to be responsible for
someone being arrested after speaking to reporters. "Bob has a way of helping you discuss how to do your duty
and tell the truth, while also minimi/ing harm." In the end, the Observer chose not to identify any illegal workers
by name. "We ended up believing that the specific identities were not as important as the broader story,"
Thames adds. Help to see the bigger picture Another of the fastest-growing areas of ethical concern are photos
and illustrations, says Kenny Irby, Poynter's visual journalism group leader and an 11-year staffer. Hc handles
most of the questions related to what images to publish or post. "Increasinglv, we are getting more calls
because of converged journalism issues and the photo craft being elevated [online]," says Irby, who contends
such calls have increased from two to three a week to nearly every day in recent years. "'Do we follow the same
standards for the printed paper as on the Web?' That is what a lot of them ask." The answers, of course, vary
based on the story. Irby says the Internet offers both new options for news outlets seeking to publish more
images, but also more concerns about what to publish: "The appetite for photographic images on the Web
means folks are being challenged by it more." He mentions The Washington Post's concerns prior to posting the
first Abu Ghraib prison photos, which sparked a major outcry from some pro-war factions. The newspaper's
editors discussed the fallout with Irby before choosing to put up numerous shots. He says the discussions
focused on what the impact might be, and how to judge which photos weren't too offensive to run. In another
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case, he was contacted by the Columbia (Mo.) Daily Tribune last summer after the paper covered the death of
University of Missouri football player Aaron O'Neal, who died just an hour after a preseason workout in
sweltering; conditions. A Tribune photographer had been taking pictures during the workout, including one in
which O'Neal was clearly exhausted and lying on the Held. Within hours of his death, the paper posted a dozen
photos of the practice online, prompting some negative reactions. "One of them [pictured] the young man clearly
in distress," Irby recalls. He got the call after the Tribune heard from a good number of angry readers, and he
helped editors explain the use of the photos in a story published about 10 days later. He stressed the
importance of covering the story completely, even if it meant including disturbing photos. "We're not just in the
business of publishing graphic images," Irby says he told the paper at the time. "We're in the business of
unveiling truths that people have a compelling need to understand." The group leader stressed that in both of
those cases, the modern-day ability of the papers to run online as many photos as they wished online sparked
the new issues of what to post. Another new concern is the use of images provided hy amateur photographers
and readers, lrhy says editors need to take into account the motives by some people who otter controversial
photos, and have been increasingly reaching out for guidance on that front: "There is a greater need to ensure
accuracy and credibility, and the intent of the person. Is it for propaganda, or an agenda?" One such case was
The Seattle Times' critical decision to publish the now-famous photo of a planeload of flag-draped coffins of
soldiers who had been killed in Iraq. The Times received the photo in April 2004 from a friend of an employee at
the Baghdad airport who had taken it. That amateur photographer was eventually fired from her job, and the
photo ignited a firestorm of controversy. "They called me after they got it. they sat on the story for a week," Irby
recalls about the incident. He says editors sought to determine that the photo was authentic, and to ensure that
they had the photographer's permission to run it. Another issue of motive and intent followed the death of Iraqi
insurgent leader Abu Musah alZarqawi in June. Irby notes that newspapers had to decide which of two
prominent corpse photos to publish - a basic "morgue" image of his dead body, or a less-disturbing gold-framed
image provided by the U.S. military. "I got about seven calls and some 20 e-mails from newspapers on [that],"
he notes. "There was a debate by editors of what the U.S. military's objectives were in placing it in a frame."
Irby says some editors did not want to appear to be showcasing the death as a prize for the U.S. via the framed
image. More papers used the framed version, while such major papers as the St. Petersburg (Fla.) Times and
the San Jose (Calif.) Mercury News went with the more gruesome, untrained version. Providing advice, at a
price Steele's colleagues at Poynter understand that because ethical questions can pop up suddenly, often at
inconvenient hours, they'll continue to be failed on at odd tinu's to provide help to journalists. Kelly McBride, for
example, is realistic about the on-call nature of her job. Many such tales abound, often invoking her children in
tow. "I remember standing in Target shopping for a birthday present with one of my daughter's friends and doing
a consultation on the coverage surrounding [rape accusations against] Kobe Bryant," says the mother of three.
"I was a little self-conscious." Colón offers similar examples, saying it's not uncommon for him to receive a call
on his cell phone just as he's about to take off on a flight, or when he's in the car: "I have to tell people to wait
five minutes so I can pull over." Then there was the Michigan newspaper that called McBride's cell phone on a
Sunday afternoon while she was on the sideline of her son's soccer game. The story involved the paper's scoop
that a local developer was planning to buy some land and use it for a light industrial project, a story the city
asked the paper not to run. "They were being told by the city that they would kill the deal," McBride recalls. The
paper published the story, the deal did not get killed, and McBride's son scored two goals to give his team the
victory. "I saw it," she says. "But I kept talking during the goals." Sidebar Leading the Poynter Institute's on-call
ethics help team: Kenny lrby, left, visual journalism group leader; Kelly McBride, ethics group leader; and
Nelson Poynter Scholar Bob Steele Sidebar When in doubt... Ask these 10 questions to make good ethical
decisions: 1. What do I know? What do I need to know? 2. What is my journalistic purpose? 3. What are my
ethical concerns? 4. What organizational policies and professional guidelines should I consider? 5. How can I
include other people, with different perspectives and diverse ideas, in the decision-making process? 6. Who are
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the stakeholders those affected by my decision? What are their motivations? Which are legitimate? 7. What if
the roles were reversed? How would I i'eel it' I were in the shoes of one of the stakeholders? 8. What are the
possible consequences of my actions? Short-term? Long-term? 9. What are my alternatives to maximize my
truth-telling responsibility and minimize harm? 10. Can I clearly and fully justify my thinking and my decision? To
my colleagues? To the stakeholders? To the public? Source: The Poynter Institute Sidebar The Spokesman-
Review consulted Poynter's Steele before running its most controversial exposé ever. Sidebar On Bob Steele: "I
don't know where else I could have gotten that kind of dispassionate independent opinion." -JANET
WEAVER/Editor, The Tampa Tribune "There is a consciousness among editors to make sure it's done right. It's
good to have a sounding board." - EARL MAUCKER/Editor, South Florida Sun-Sentinel Sidebar Bob Steele
"has a way of helping you discuss how to do your duty, while minimizing harm." - RICK THAMES/The Charlotte
(N.C.) Observer Sidebar The Columbia (Mo.) Daily Tribune sought Poynter's guidance on running workout
photos of a football player who later died Sidebar When Iraqi insurgent leader Abu Musab alZarqawi died in
June, dozens of papers asked Poynter for advice on which photo to run.  
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