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1. Publishing Drunk Drivers’ Photos 

 

Tao Fu 

University of International Business and Economics 

 

* Adapted from Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ), originally written by 

Elizabeth K. Hansen, Eastern Kentucky University. It is ok to use the case in 

classes, speeches, columns, workshops or other modes of communication, 

according to the SPJ. The current case study is only for the purposes of teaching. 

It has no intent to make any judgment of the performance of the media 

organizations involved.  

 

Abstract	 	 	

This case is about a community newspaper with 5,700 circulation whose policy of 

publishing photographs of all persons convicted of drunken driving in a county in 

Kentucky and its consequences. It raises questions about truth-seeking, fairness and 

minimizing harm, all important principles in journalism.	  

 

Key Words	

drunk drivers, photo, fairness, harm, truth 

 

Introduction     

As the publisher/editor of a 5,700-circulation, chain-owned weekly newspaper in 

Anderson County, Kentucky, Don White often received phone calls from local 

residents begging him to keep their names off the court records page of the paper. 

After learning from an anti-drunken driving coalition that the battle against drunk 

driving had “hit a brick wall,” White decided to heed the group’s call for more 

innovative sanctions against drunk drivers.  

 

When readers of The Anderson News picked up the Dec. 31, 1997, issue of the 

newspaper, stripped across the top of the front page was a New Year’s greeting and a 
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warning. “HAVE A HAPPY NEW YEAR,” the banner read. “But please don’t drink 

and drive and risk having your picture published.” Readers were referred to the 

editorial page where White explained that starting in January 1998 the newspaper 

would publish photographs of all persons convicted of drunken driving in Anderson 

County.  

 

Case  

Is this an appropriate policy for a newspaper? 

According to White, “Most violators of the law dislike having their name in the local 

paper. We hope the certainty that their picture will also be published will keep more 

drunks off our highways.” He also published state and national drunk driving statistics 

and stories about seven people killed by drunk drivers. 

 

In February 1998, White published 1-column by 3-inch-deep photos of two persons 

convicted of DUI (driving under the influence) during January. Both had been 

arrested before White announced his policy. In March, 12 mug shots appeared, 

followed by 20 in April and 11 in May. In May, White also revised his policy. Instead 

of publishing all DUI convictions in the county, he limited the photos to residents of 

Anderson County or surrounding counties where the News circulates. He also began 

publishing the photos weekly rather than monthly. 

 

After a person charged with DUI was convicted or pleaded guilty, the county jailer 

(who is elected in Kentucky) supplied the information and the photo taken at the time 

of the arrest to the newspaper. Under each photo the newspaper printed the person’s 

name, age, place of residence, date and time arrested, charge, blood alcohol level and 

date convicted. The paper published the photos regardless of the age of the offender 

and made no distinction between first offenders and those who had been arrested 

before for DUI. The only cases in which photos were not published were those where 

the DUI suspect was injured, taken to the hospital for treatment and, although charged, 

never processed at the jail and never photographed.  
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Only once did White give any person special treatment. When the chairman of the 

county Democratic Party was convicted of drunk driving for the second time in five 

years, White published his mug shot and a story on Page 1 rather than on the district 

court page where the photos usually ran.  

 

Before someone’s photo was published, the person’s name usually had already 

appeared in the paper twice—after the arrest and after the arraignment. 

 

Circulation of The Anderson News apparently was unaffected by the policy. It’s 

unclear whether publishing the photos directly affected DUI arrests or accident rates 

in the county. In 2003, Anderson was the only one of Kentucky’s 120 counties to 

record no traffic deaths. However, for the years 1999 through 2003 the percentage of 

collisions involving alcohol is Anderson County was 4.7 percent, slightly higher than 

the state average of 4.4 percent for that time period. No one knows how many 

prominent local citizens did not drink and drive because of the policy. Some evidence 

is anecdotal. White knew of one group of teens who chose not to drive after drinking 

for fear their pictures would be in the paper. 

 

Police told White one teenager tried to commit suicide after his DUI arrest because he 

feared his picture would be published. Some whose pictures appeared said the 

publication hurt their families, particularly their children. The management of the 

chain that owns The Anderson News did not interfere in White’s decision to publish 

the photos. The policy applied only to drunken driving convictions and not to any 

other misdemeanor or felony offenses. Apparently, no other newspaper followed 

White’s lead and adopted a similar policy.  

 

Conclusion 

In May 2006, White retired as publisher and editor of The Anderson News. His 
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replacement is General Manager Ben Carlson. In a column in August 2006, Carlson 

announced he would no longer publish the photos. He wrote that publishing mug 

shots of those convicted “adds a level of punishment, or at least embarrassment, 

beyond what is imposed by a judge.” In an interview, Carlson told the Lexington 

Herald-Leader, “I really don’t think that the role of a community newspaper is to 

punish or embarrass anybody. It’s to report the news and provide information.” 

Carlson told the Herald-Leader he had no negative response from county residents 

when he announced the change. The state director for Mothers Against Drunk Driving 

said she was disappointed by the decision to change the policy. In 2008, only 15 

alcohol-related accidents — none of them resulting in fatalities — occurred in 

Anderson County. That was the lowest number in the 11 years since White first 

published the photos, but it came two years after the policy was dropped. In eight of 

the 11 years, Anderson County had no fatal accidents involving alcohol and only three 

alcohol-related highway deaths occurred during that time. In 2007, as in 2003 and 

2001, no one died on the county’s highways. 
 

How to Use 
Goal & Usage 

This case may be used for teaching media ethics which aims at improving journalism 

students’ ethical awareness, analytical skills and raising their moral sensitivity.  

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Newspapers have an obligation to seek the truth and report it. But in what form 

should that truth be reported?  

2. Is a listing of DUI arrests and convictions sufficient to inform the community or 

does publishing photographs of those who are convicted or plead guilty further the 

goal of truth-telling? 

3. The case happened in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Communication technology 

has greatly changed since then. Today it is not uncommon to see photos and 

videos of people who behave in an odd, improper or even illegal way posted and 
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circulating in social media. Would it be proper for media professionals to use such 

photos as their sources?  

4. What is the greater good in this case? To reduce the potential harm caused by 

drowsy driving to the community, or to protect the drunk drivers and their family 

from feeling embarrassed? 
 

Issues & Analysis 

This case raises important questions about fairness and the role of a newspaper in a 

small community. Does fairness mean treating every individual convicted of drunken 

driving the same regardless of whether the person is an adult or a juvenile, or whether 

the person is a first or repeat offender? Is it fair to single out only those convicted of 

drunk driving while not routinely publishing photos of persons convicted of felony 

offenses such as rape or robbery? Is the newspaper imposing an additional 

punishment on drunk drivers that other convicted criminals in the community do not 

face? Is it the newspaper’s job to determine the community will benefit more from 

publication of the photo of someone arrested for a misdemeanor DUI offense than the 

photo of a convicted child abuser or sex offender?  

 

Undoubtedly, reducing drunken driving is a noble goal for the newspaper, but should 

the newspaper purposely embarrass individuals in an attempt to achieve that goal? No 

one disagrees with the need to keep drunk drivers off the road. The disagreement is 

over whether publishing the photos will, in fact, achieve the newspaper’s goal. Will 

the policy keep alcoholics off of the road? Will prominent people who would lose 

face in their community if their photos were published be more likely to refrain from 

drinking and driving? What about the impact on the families of those whose pictures 

appear in the paper?  

 

One can argue that The Anderson News’ DUI photo policy was designed to minimize 

harm to the community by reducing the number of drunk drivers on the county’s 

highways. On the other hand, the policy did not minimize harm to those convicted. 
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Particularly harmed by the policy were the families of those arrested and convicted of 

DUI who usually had nothing to do with the offense but were embarrassed and 

humiliated by their family member’s public exposure. One father, who managed a 

local restaurant frequented by teens, said his children’s friends didn’t say anything 

after his name appeared in the paper reporting his arrest on a DUI charge. However, 

after he pleaded guilty and his picture was published, his teenaged sons “got rode over 

pretty hard” by their friends who recognized their father’s picture. The man, who had 

a blood alcohol reading of .16 (twice the legal limit in Kentucky) when he was 

arrested, said, “I deserved everything I got (from the legal system). Thank goodness 

no one got hurt.” But he didn’t think the photos were fair or reduced the number of 

drunk drivers on county roads.  

 

This case also raised questions about the relationship between a newspaper and public 

officials. Without the cooperation of an elected county jailer, The Anderson News 

would not have been able to publish the photos. The SPJ Code of Ethics admonishes 

journalists to act independently, but the policy and practice of The Anderson News 

would have been impossible without the cooperation of an elected official. The News 

was also dependent on the jailer for the accuracy of the photo identifications.  
 

Key Points to Consider 

The key of this case lies in applying some of the Society of Professional Journalists 

(SPJ)’s Code of Ethics. These include: seek truth and report it, minimize harm, and 

act independently.  

 

Students also need to be aware of the consequences of the policy of posting photos of 

drunk drivers in a small community. This may differ greatly from the influence of a 

local news organization in China.     

 

Teaching Tips 

This case may be used for a 2 to 3-hour meeting. The instructor needs to guide 

students to read the case and help them understand the role of a newspaper that serves 
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a small community in the United States. The SPJ’s Code of Ethics would be used as 

the clue to help students analyze and understand the ethical issues in this case. Given 

the penetration of social media today, it is strongly recommended that the instructor 

bring the use of social media photos/videos into discussion.   

 

Reference 

Society of Professional Journalists. (2014). SPJ Code of Ethics. Retrieved from 

http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp 
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2. Photojournalist: Are You a Reporter or a Citizen First?  

 

Tao Fu 

University of International Business and Economics 

 

* Adapted from EastSouthWestNorth. The original report was run by Nanfang 

Daily. The current case study is only for the purposes of teaching. It has no 

intent to make any judgment of the performance of the media organizations 

involved.  

 

Abstract	 	 	

In an age where a photo is worth a thousand words, a photo or video in a news report 

is supposed to convey more information to readers/viewers. Photojournalists, however, 

in face of wars and disasters in particular, often have to face the dilemma of whether 

they should act as a reporter first or a citizen. This case study provides information 

aims to inspire discussion about photojournalists’ duties in their report about wars and 

disasters.  	  

 

Key Words	

photojournalist, war, disaster, citizen 

 

Introduction     

After the September 11th terrorist attack, AP photographer Richard Drew’s photo of a 

jumper who jumped out of the burning World Trade Center was run by the New York 

Times and some other U.S. newspapers. They then received calls from readers who 

thought the photo was improper and sensational as it took advantage of the man who 

was at the brink of death although the jumper’s identity was not clearly identifiable. 

The Times and Drew were not alone in facing the dilemma of acting as a 

photographer or a citizen in coverage of war and disaster. The following case study 

will provide a similar situation faced by a Chinese photographer. 

  

Case 

Liu Tao, a photographer who worked for Dongnan Kuaibao, stood in the rain for an 
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hour and finally took a series of photos of a biker who fell off his bike because of a 

deep hole which was almost invisible in a storm that swept Xiamen in southeastern 

China. The photos were later run by his newspaper, other websites, and Xinhua News 

Agency.  

 
The photos drew comments from Internet users. Some blamed the photographer for 

not taking measures to prevent passers-by from getting trapped in the hole but take 

photos. Here are some quotes: “The photos are fantastic, but the photographer was 

ethically deprived. He knew that there was a hole but he did not post a warning sign 

for people. Instead, he just waited confidently to catch someone flipping over.”  “The 

reporter knew for sure that an accident was going to occur, but he just watched.  I 

despise him.” 

 

There were Internet users who showed support to Liu. “The reporter was very 

objective and professional. Reporters are only supposed to be observers. If they enter 

the event, they become volunteer workers.”  

 

The deluge of comments was out of Liu’s expectation. He responded,  

At the time, there were storm gusts and heavy rains in Xiamen. I was passing by that 

intersection. Someone saw me with the camera and asked if I was a reporter.  I said 

yes. He said that there is a hole in the road and someone had fallen already, and that 

the media people should make a news report. I looked at where he was pointing to, 

and I only saw an area of water. I could not even see the road surface, not to mention 

a hole. Using my reporter's instinct, I held my camera and waited there. Later, a 

bicyclist came down the road and he fell over. I took photographs of the process. The 

photographer's profession is sometimes very cruel. It was wet and windy, and I stood 

there for almost an hour before I captured that scene. If I did not get this, I could not 
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use a photograph to claim that there was a hole there. If I could not photograph the 

hole, the government departments will not pay any attention, and the hole won't get 

filled.  That would mean even more people falling when it rains. After I took the 

photos, I went to a nearby construction site and got material to post a sign there to 

warn people.  

 

Conclusion 
There have been more ethical decision-making moments as such that have affected 

photojournalists’ fate. Kevin Carter, a South African photojournalist, took a photo of 

a Sudan toddler who was struggling to a feeding center while there was a vulture right 

behind her. The photo was run by the New York Times and won him a Pulitzer Prize, 

and Carter drove away the predator after getting his shot. But later Carter committed 

suicide, which might result from the trauma inflicted upon him because of the Susan 

famine photo as readers showed their concerns over the fate of the victim toddler.     

 

How to Use 
Goal & Usage 

This case may be used for teaching media ethics which aims at improving journalism 

students’ ethical awareness, analytical skills and raising their moral sensitivity.  

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. To whom should a photojournalist be loyal in the coverage of war and disaster? 

2. What are the values that Liu Tao and his newspaper weighed while making the 

decision to take and run the photos? 

3. Does it matter whether or not the biker in Liu’s photo is identifiable?   

 

Issues and Analysis 

Ethics regarding decision-making about photos and videos in journalism usually need 

to answer questions such as: Shoot or don’t shoot? Post or don’t post? Go live or not? 

With the advancement in communication technologies, competition has become 

intense. Hence decisions have to be made quickly.  

 

In this case study, the photographer had to weigh newsworthiness of the photo and the 



	
	

11	

well-being of his subject. In times of war and disaster, the subject often is a victim 

who is vulnerable and helpless. This likely will deprive him or her of the power to 

refuse to be shot. Then should the photographer act as citizen first to give the subject 

humanitarian assistance or wait for the moment take a shot which is often 

heart-touching or thought-provoking but also tragic? 

 

Photojournalists also need to take the privacy of the subject into consideration as 

photojournalism is intrusive and revealing by nature. A checklist made by Garry 

Bryant, Deseret News’ staff photographer, may help: 

1. Should this moment be made public? 

2. Will being photographed send the subjects into further trauma? 

3. Am I at the least obtrusive distance possible? 

4. Am I acting with compassion and sensitivity? 

 

Readers tend to give more trust to photos and videos as a result of sayings such as 

“The camera never lies” or “Seeing is believing”. That said, Internet users could 

easily edit photos and videos thanks to the penetration of smartphones and 

photo-editing apps. Photojournalists also have to be on alert of the temptation to 

manipulate their photos.  

 

Key Points to Consider 

While trying to understand the decision-making process photojournalists and editors 

have to go through before reaching an agreement as to whether or not to shoot or post 

a photo/video, it is important for students to know photographers act and shoot by 

instinct. Photojournalists also deal with deadline and competitive pressures. On the 

other hand, photographers and editors need to meet the minimum standard: no image 

used in the news, whether video or still photograph, is ethical unless it treats the 

subjects or topics fairly and attempts to present an accurate and unambiguous picture 

of reality.      

 

Teaching Tips 

This case may be used for a 2 to 3-hour meeting. The instructor needs to guide 

students to read the case and help them understand ethical issues related to 

photojournalism on the whole. The case may work as a starting point that helps gather 
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other ethical concerns. Other cases may include the video that shows beheading of 

Daniel Pearl, a former Wall Street Journal reporter, pictures with death bodies after 

natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina.    

 

Reference 

Patterson, P., & Wilkins, L. (2008). Media ethics: Issues and cases. (6th ed.). Boston, 

MA: McGraw Hill.   
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3. Spotlight: Break the Story, Break the Silence  

 

Tao Fu 

University of International Business and Economics 

 

* Based on the movie Spotlight (2015) directed by Tom McCarty. The current 

case study is only for the purposes of teaching. It has no intent to make any 

judgment of the performance of the media organizations involved.  

 

Abstract	 	 	

The movie Spotlight (2015) is the Academy Award winner of Best Picture and Best 

Original Screenplay. “Spotlight” is a group of investigative journalists at the Boston 

Globe. The movie is about how reporters delve into allegations of abuse in the 

Catholic Church. Their year-long investigation uncovers a decades-long cover-up at 

the highest levels of Boston's religious, legal, and government establishment, touching 

off a wave of revelations around the world. 

 

Key Words	

investigative journalism, spotlight, Boston, Catholic church 

 

Introduction     

In 2001, editor Marty Baron of The Boston Globe assigns a team of journalists to 

investigate allegations against John Geoghan, an unfrocked priest accused of 

molesting more than 80 boys. Led by editor Walter "Robby" Robinson, reporters 

Michael Rezendes, Matt Carroll and Sacha Pfeiffer interview victims and try to unseal 

sensitive documents. The reporters make it their mission to provide proof of a 

cover-up of sexual abuse within the Roman Catholic Church. 

 

Case 

Boston, Massachusetts, 1974 

 

At a police station, an older cop tells a younger one that the woman is hysterical, that 



	
	

14	

she is divorced with four kids and that Father Geoghan was helping out. In an 

interview room, the Monsignor is talking to a distraught woman fingering rosary 

beads while her three children color with crayons. The young cop is told nobody can 

discuss this case with the papers and that the case isn't going to be arraigned. 

 

Boston. July, 2001 

 

It is the Boston Globe newsroom. A reporter named Stewart is retiring to be replaced 

by a new editor. Robby Robinson (Michael Keaton) gives a playful speech about his 

departure. Another reporter, Mike (Mark Ruffalo) carries a piece of cake downstairs 

to the Spotlight department, a small office with only two others on staff -- Sacha 

Pfeiffer (Rachel McAdams) and Matt Carroll (Brian d'Arcy James). They are the 

investigative team for the Boston Globe, all working so hard on a story, they have to 

eat the cake for their lunch. They mention how sad it is to see Stewart go to a bigger 

paper and mention many others are leaving the company. The new boss that is coming 

on Monday is said to have cut a lot of people from the paper he ran in Miami; they 

worry he's going to phase out Spotlight. Nobody has met him yet but Robby is going 

to have lunch with him. 

 

We cut to that lunch meeting. Marty Baron (Liev Schrieber) is reading 'The Curse of 

the Bambino' while he waits for Robby. When Robby suggests Marty check out a Red 

Sox game, Marty explains he's actually not a baseball fan but just trying to get a feel 

for his new city. He asks about Spotlight, which Robby explains is a four-person team 

that does investigative that reports to Ben Bradlee Jr. They just finished a story on a 

negligent construction site and are looking for a new story. Marty asks how long it 

takes and Robby says it can take weeks or up to a year because they don't like to rush 

things. Marty asks what they are working on now but Robby tells him all their 

investigation has been on their new editor since everyone is concerned about losing 

their job. Marty notes this is understandable as the Internet is making classifieds 

obsolete and they're losing revenue. Robby asks if this is why he asked about 
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Spotlight but Marty tells him he had another reason. 

 

The next day, Robby attends a 10:30 AM meeting where Marty is first introduced to 

the staff. He asks them if they've read Eileen McNamara's column about the Geoghan 

case. They're only vaguely familiar so he tells them it's about a Catholic priest that 

molested many children in six different parishes over the last 30 years. The lawyer for 

the victims, Mr. Garabedian, said that Cardinal Law found out about it 15 years 

earlier and did nothing. The cardinal denies this but the lawyer claims he has 

documents to prove it. He says they should write a story on this since it's only been in 

their paper twice in the last six months. Robby points out the documents are sealed 

but Marty tells him they can take the church to court for access. Ben confirms that he 

is suggesting they sue the Catholic Church. Marty says technically all they're doing is 

filing a motion to lift the seals on this documents. Ben points out everyone will still 

consider this suing the church. Marty isn't worried. 

 

In Ben's office, Ben and Robby update Mike on Marty's suggestion to sue for the 

sealed documents in the Geoghan case. Eileen, who has written the article, gives them 

the lowdown on the people involved. The judge on the case is Catholic so they aren't 

hopeful she will rule in their favor. Marty suggests Spotlight take the story since it's 

now an investigative report. 

 

Robby tells the Spotlight group about their new story -- not just the Geoghan case but 

that Cardinal Law knew about the allegations and covered it up to protect the corrupt 

Catholic Church and the Vactican's reputation. They decide to investigate Geoghan, 

as well as Eric MacLeish, the lawyer for the victims of molestation by another priest a 

decade earlier. Mike decides to meet with Mr. Garabedian, who's reaping the current 

victims. He's told he is a personality which doesn't faze Mike... he likes personalities. 

 

The next day, Mike is kept waiting when he goes to Mr. Garabedian's office. He is 

ignored. Sacha and Robby visit Eric MacLeish (Billy Crudup), a handsome lawyer. 
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They ask if Eric's been following the Geoghan case and he mentions the 80 plaintiffs 

with all individual cases (not a class action suit). Eric points out the molestation cases 

are "all shitty" because the statute of limitation is only three years and most victims 

don't come forward until they're adults -- because of shame and guilt and they come 

from tough neighborhoods where they don't want other kids to know they were 

molested. And the charitable immunity statute caps damages at $20,000, which 

astonishes Robby. Eric says they should try the cases through the press, like he did 

years earlier. But he adds that most of the victims are afraid to be publicly interviewed 

-- he knows because he represented some of the victims. Eric tells them that his 

settling of the cases resulted in nothing more than acknowledgment of their 

victimhood by the bishop and a few thousand dollars. He suggests Mr. Garabedian 

doesn't really have sealed documents -- he's just bluffing to get a better deal. They 

think that would be risky but he believes Mitch Garabedian would do that and asks if 

they've met him. 

 

We now meet Mr. Garabedian (Stanley Tucci) when Mike sneaks into his office as a 

client leaves. Mike reminds him of their appointment but Mr. Garabedian tries to 

blow him off, telling him the Phoenix is writing an article on him. Mike tells him he's 

following up on the article Eileen McNamara wrote about his suit he is told there are 

86 individual suits, it's not one large one. Mr. Garabedian tells him he can't show him 

the documents because they're under seal. The church is trying to get him disbarred 

and he doesn't want to be speaking to Mike or to be on the record in any shape, even 

handwritten notes. Garabedian tells him he's already talked to the Phoenix but Mike 

tells him nobody reads the Phoenix but the Globe still has power. If they cover the 

story, it will be read by everyone -- they're just as powerful as the Catholic Church. 

Mike asks if he can interview some of the victims. Garabedian tells him he needs to 

think about it and to call him tomorrow. 

 

At the Globe, Marty meets with Richard Gilman and tells him about challenging the 

protective order in the Geoghan case. Gilman points out that their subscriber base is a 
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majority Catholic but okays the lawsuit. Down in the Spotlights office, a woman 

brings clippings on past reports regarding the case. Sacha mentions an organization 

for survivors of priest molestation called SNAP (Survivors Network of those Abused 

by Priests). It's run by a man named Phil Saviano. Matt finds a clip from their 

Religion column that mentions another priest molesting kids in Ohio and then being 

moved to Boston where he did the same thing. It wasn't Cardinal Law who swept it 

under the rug -- it was another cardinal. They now see a pattern that when these men 

are found molesting kids, they are quickly moved to another parish. The article 

mentions Jim Sullivan, a friend of Robby's, defended the priest. 

 

Robby meets with Jim and his wife for dinner. He asks about the priest that Jim 

represented and whether the cardinals covered it up. Jim says he can't talk about the 

case, even off the record. 

 

Sacha attends church with her very Catholic grandmother, a bit torn now that she's 

learning more about the cardinal covering up the molestations. She looks at all the 

young children singing in the choir and is unnerved. At the Globe, Mike continues 

trying to reach out to Garabedian. Marty meets with Cardinal Law who says he looks 

forward to working with the Globe. When Marty tells him, they are best to perform 

without the church's influence, the Cardinal mentions how another paper lost a lot of 

subscribers when the church disagreed with their stance on a topic. A secretary comes 

in and gives Marty a gift -- 'The Catechism of the Catholic Church.' (Marty is Jewish.) 

 

The Spotlight team meets with Phil Saviano, who runs SNAP. He tells them when he 

was 11, he was preyed upon by a priest. He asks if any of them are Catholic. They all 

were raised Catholic but none of them are very religious now. Saviano tells them, 

"When a parish priest pays attention to you, it's a big deal. It's like God asking you for 

help. So one day, when he asks for a hand job, you give it to him. This is not just 

physical abuse but spiritual abuse because it robs you of your faith. You're ashamed 

and many end up becoming alcoholics or drug addicts or killing themselves -- hence 
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why the organization is for survivors." 

 

He tells them about a book written on a case in Louisiana and suggests talking to 

Richard Sipe, a former priest who worked at a treatment center, where priests are sent 

when they get caught. He tells them he sent all this information to the Globe about 

five years ago and they never ran the story. He was shocked because the story was big 

-- not just Boston but the whole country, even up to the Vatican. He knows of at least 

eight Catholic priests in Boston alone who have molested children. 

 

Robby and Mike join Ben at a baseball game with Ben Bradlee and a reporter. They 

mention meeting with Saviano. Ben and the reporter know him because he sent 

hundreds of letters to their staff and they consider him not a reliable source. The next 

day, Mike returns to meet with Garabedian who tells Mike that he spoke with his 

clients and they don't want to be in the press. Mike explains this isn't for a profile 

piece but for a Spotlight story much bigger, that will be on the front page. This 

catches Garabedian's attention who tells him to come back later that week. 

 

Robby and Sacha meet with Saviano and wonder about his credibility. He points out 

that he's being smeared for speaking out against the Catholic Church and complains 

that they never took him seriously before. They mention they have a new editor taking 

the story seriously and that Robby himself is now involved and he wasn't before. 

Saviano is convinced and decides to connect them with some of the survivors. 

 

Sacha meets with a heavy, effeminate man named Joe at a cafe; he is very sweet but 

nervous. Meanwhile, Mike meets with one of Garabedian's clients at his office, 

Patrick. He is a handsome, masculine father who explains that his dad killed himself 

and his mom was schizophrenic. He tells them he doesn't want his name published. 

The two interviews are intercut simultaneously. Joe was sent to a group for kids from 

troubled families by a nun, led by the priest who raped him. Patrick was taken in by 

the priest after he lost his father. The priest took him to go get ice cream, which 
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excited him. But on the drive home, he started touching Patrick through his pants 

which scared him but he couldn't do anything because it was a priest. He mentions 

that he never even touched his ice cream; it just melted down his arm. Joe told him his 

priest knew he was gay and showed him a mobile over a baby's crib with different 

words like homosexual, transsexual, and bisexual on it. Being attracted to men and 

being forced into sex at an early age really affected him. His mother found out about 

it years later and complained about the incident to the cardinal who responded by 

moving the priest to another parish. Sacha asks if his mother ever hired a lawyer but 

he said he only went to a lawyer for the first time a few years ago and was told he 

could only get a small settlement. Sacha asks who the lawyer was but he cant 

remember the name, only that he was handsome. Sacha then realizes the lawyer was 

Eric MacLeish, whom they met with earlier. Finishing his interview, Patrick is now 

determined to expose priests who molest kids and says they can use his name if they 

want. 

 

Back at the Spotlight, everybody compares notes. Sacha realizes MacLeish has settled 

cases with a bunch of priests. They now have a list of four priests in the city who have 

molested kids. Mike gets in contact with Sipe, the former priest, on the phone. He is 

told it's not just a few bad apples molesting kids but that it is a psychiatric 

phenomenon. Mike explains to Robby later what he was told -- they all target kids 

from low income families with absentee fathers, in need of attention. They don't target 

boys because they're gay but because their actual sexuality has no basis on molesting 

kids; it's a form of power control. Sipe has learned of dozens of molesting priests over 

the years but when he went public, the church smeared him. Mike and Robby make 

their way to the basement where Matt has pulled the annual directories listing all the 

priests in Boston. The directories show where every priest is in a given year -- in one 

directory, Geoghan is listed as being on sick leave. They check the '91 directory for 

the year another priest was accused of molestation. He is also listed as being on sick 

leave. They realize it's an official designation by the church when someone is being 

moved after being caught molesting kids. Upstairs, they look through the directories 
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and see "emergency response" and "sick leave" listed for all the molesting priests they 

know about. 

 

Marty is visited in his office by a critic who tells him that reporting on the church 

story could lose them a lot of subscribers. Marty realizes this is why he was invited to 

a Catholic Charities Gala. Sacha and Robby meet with Eric MacLeish again who 

won't talk about the cases he settled against the priest that molested Joe, the 

effeminate victim Sacha met with. They mention other cases and Sacha asks why 

there aren't any records. Eric tells them he dealt directly with the church, that it was a 

private mediation. Back in the office, Sacha realizes there's no paper trail because the 

victim had to sign a confidentiality agreement to get the settlement. Everything was 

done under the table and the lawyer gets his fee from the church who then maintains 

their clean image by washing the crime clean. Because Eric was confirmed to have 

defended the priests that molested the victims they were connected to through Saviano, 

it gives him credibility. They're now looking at seven or eight priests they can discuss 

in their story. 

 

Marty and Robby attend a gala run by the Catholic Church. Robby was invited by a 

friend from the high school he went to, which is across the street from the Globe. 

They are surrounded by powerful people in the Catholic Church and meet two of them, 

Jack Dunn and Peter Conley. Robby tells Marty that when they were investigating one 

of the priests a decade earlier, Cardinal Law called down the wrath of God on them 

and one of their editors broke his leg skiing days later. Jim Sullivan, the lawyer who 

defended priests in the past, greets Robby at the bar. Robby mentions how Eric 

MacLeish admitted to settling cases with the Archdiocese out of court, quietly, with 

cash and a handshake. Robby asks how many priests Jim has represented but Jim says 

he can't answer that because it's unethical. Robby tells Jim that he should want to be 

on the right side of this. 

 

On the same night, Mike meets with Garabedian for dinner and is told that one of his 
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clients filed a criminal complaint but the Church stepped in to protect Geoghan, using 

their friends like Eric MacLeish. Garabedian mentions it took an outsider at the Globe 

-- Marty, the new Jewish editor -- to break a story. He tells Mike that it takes a village 

to raise a child and it takes a village to abuse one. 

 

At the Globe the next day, Sacha realizes there are several of the same terms that the 

directories uses when a priest is inexplicably removed from his parish. Richard Sipe, 

the former priest, calls in and Mike puts him on speakerphone. Sipe tells them that 

only 50% of the Catholic clergy practice celibacy, which creates a culture of secrecy 

-- covering up sex between consensual adults which extends over to covering up 

pedophiles. He continues, telling them that in 1985, a secretary canonist warned that 

pedophile priests would be a billion dollar liability for the Catholic Church. Sipe 

estimates that 6% of all Catholic priests molest minors out of sexual frustration 

because of their enforced celibacy as well as their secret shame of being homosexual 

or being a pedophile. Out of the 1,500 priests in Boston, that means at least 90 priests 

would be molesting kids. Robby suggests they use the directories to look up any 

priests listed as being on "sick leave" or "absent on leave" or "unassigned"--code for 

priests being sent to church-run treatment centers. These same priests are moved from 

parish to parish every few years. The reporters all begin working on compiling a list 

of names with these designations. 

 

The entire team works tirelessly on scanning the directories. At home, Matt realizes 

one of the "treatment centers" is a house around the corner from his home. He goes 

outside and stares at the house, flabbergasted. He puts a sign on his refrigerator telling 

his kids to stay away from the house and the men who live there. 

 

At the office, they've finally compiled all their data into a spreadsheet. They have a 

list of 87 priests that the directory seems to suggest are molesting kids, right in line 

with the six percent of priests that Sipe suggested. Robby calls Jim Sullivan and asks 

him if there are as many as 90 priests that have been caught molesting kids in Boston. 
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Jim tells him he has to stop this. Matt enters Robby's office and tells him that he 

discovered some of the molesters living near his home and asked him whether he can 

tell the neighbors about their findings. Robby tells him they'll tell them soon. 

 

Robby meets with Eric MacLeish, telling him he has a list of 87 priests that are 

potential child molesters. He needs to know which ones Eric has settled cases for (to 

verify their crimes since the directories are circumstantial). Robby threatens Eric that 

there are two stories -- one about the clergy covering for priests and the other about 

lawyers who spent ten years profiting off of sex scandals, never going public with the 

dozens of priests that were molesting young boys and girls. Eric agrees to help but 

says that he actually told the Globe about it years earlier and they buried the story. At 

the Globe, Sacha gets new clips and finds something very interesting -- a clip that 

confirms that MacLeish did give them a heads up years earlier. 

 

At the Globe, Robby reveals that MacLeish has shared a list of 46 priests he 

represented, along with some victims' names. Some of the victims of the eight they 

were told about by Saviano have agreed to go on record. Marty is concerned about 

Law, referencing Robby's story about how he called down the wrath of God after their 

past report. He wonders why he had such an extreme reaction when they reported on a 

single priest in the 1990s, given that the priest was elsewhere in Massachusetts. 

Robby suggests Law had to know there were others and it was a bigger story -- even 

bigger than 50 priests. They suspect that the Church manipulated the system so the 

priests wouldn't face charges; that reporting on the molestations won't get a public 

reaction (they seem like isolated incidents) but showing that the cover-ups came from 

the top will. 

 

Ben pulls Mike and Robby in his office. He is worried that Cardinal Law is going to 

bully them if they run a story, which could tank their paper. They have to take Law 

down in a way that he won't be able to recover from and he won't be able to smear 

them. That night, Sacha is leaving and shares with Robby the clip that she found, 
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confirming MacLeish's story. Robby looks it over but has no response. 

 

The entire group begins to investigate policemen who were involved in the arresting 

of the priests and how the church covered it up with bribes and/or intimidation 

(including the cop on duty in the film's opener). Back at the office, Matt asks Robby if 

he knows of a Father Talbot at BC High. He remembers him from when he went there. 

He is given a printout about him. 

 

Mike is in court watching the case the Globe is filing against the church to unseal 

documents. The Catholic judge seems antagonistic to the Globe. The church's lawyer 

accuses them of just wanting to sell papers and Mr. Garabedian just wants to help his 

cases. Outside, Garabedian tells Mike that a priest discovered Geoghan was molesting 

boys in 1962 but when he told the Bishop, he was threatened into silence. Then, 30 

years later, when he read about Geoghan molesting hundreds of boys, he felt guilty 

and called Garabedian, who asked the priest to come in and sit for a deposition on 

having given the church a heads up. But when he showed up, he was with the same 

lawyer attacking the Globe in court that day. Now the priest states he has a foggy 

memory and negates his claim that he told his superiors. A year earlier, Garabedian 

found an article from a local paper, revealing the priest finally went to the press to tell 

them about being silenced by officials in the 1960's. Now that he had him on record, 

he has a good reason to talk to him again. But when he filed a motion to depose him, 

the church's lawyer filed a motion opposing his motion. However, this allowed 

Garabedian to make an argument why he should be allowed to depose the priest and 

he's able to present the documents that have been sealed earlier. These 14 documents 

prove everything -- about the church, the bishops, Cardinal Law and now it's all 

public, in his case. But if Mike goes into a courtroom and tries to retrieve them, he'll 

find they are missing because the Church had them removed. Garabedian tells Mike to 

check the docket. Mike does and sure enough, the exhibits folder is empty. 

 

Mike calls Robby and tells him about the documents. He says that if the Globe's 
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lawyer files a motion (for the lawsuit against the church), the judge will order 

Garabedian to refile the documents. 

 

The next morning, everyone is gathered around a TV. It is September 11, 2001 and 

they are watching the terrorist attacks in New York City and Washington DC unfold 

on the news. Later, Cardinal Law is on TV, giving a speech about praying for the 

nation. Ben orders the Spotlight team to stop their story so they can focus on 9/11 -- 

the only story that could derail them from their larger investigation. Mike is sent away 

to Florida to investigate the flight school that trained the pilot of the first plane that 

crashed into the World Trade Center. He calls Garabedian and begs him not to refile 

the documents until he returns. Once he does, they'll be public record and another 

newspaper can break the story without all of the information they've uncovered. 

Garabedian says he can't make any promises. 

 

Robby meets with Saviano to tell him they've been taken off the story because the 

country needs the church at this time. Saviano points out he needed the church at one 

point and that a lot of people relived painful experiences in an effort to expose the 

crimes. He threatens to take the story to the Herald. Sacha calms him down by telling 

him they're not abandoning the story, she's met with too many survivors and their 

families to not tell the story -- but they need to tell it right and need a few more weeks. 

This calms Saviano down. 

 

In Florida, Mike gets a call from Robby who tells him that Garabedian refiled the 

docs. He is then told Marty has been put back on the story because of this; Mike flies 

back to Boston that afternoon. 

 

Robby visits the high school he went to and talks to the principal about the seven 

victims that have come forth about being molested by Father Talbot there. It is clear 

to Robby that the Brothers in charge must have known about the crimes because of 

how tightly run everything was. Jack Dunn and Peter Conley, who Robby met at the 
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Catholic gala, are there, defending the school. But the schools president says that if he 

was on board at the time, he would have done something. He admits that they must 

have known since they sent Father Talbot out of town after he was caught. Robby is 

told by Jack that the presidents statement is off the record. Outside, Robby points out 

to Jack that both of them were athletes while Father Talbot was a coach at the school. 

They escaped molestation by pure luck. Robby notes that the Boston Globe is directly 

across the street from where these crimes took place. 

 

Mike gets to the courthouse and tries to get the documents. The clerk is standoffish 

and asks him if he knows what's he's retrieving. He is then told because of their 

sensitive nature, he must meet with a judge upstairs. He rushes up there and is given 

permission. When he gets back down and finally gets the documents, he's told he can't 

take them out of the building. He says he's going to make copies but is told the copy 

room closed at 4 PM. He then gives the clerk $83 in his pocket in exchange for using 

their personal copier. 

 

The documents reveal the church knew about the molestations based on letters written 

to Cardinal Law and how he demanded the victims' families keep silent. Another 

letter is from an auxiliary bishop who broke ranks, acknowledging Geoghan has a 

history of homosexual involvement with young boys, in an attempt to find some 

solution beyond a mild punishment of weekend work. Mike wants to write up the 

story but Robby tells him to hold off -- that there are 90 other cases out there and they 

need to get more evidence corroborating them to tell the bigger story. Mike is furious, 

worried that the Herald is going to steal the story before them and butcher it -- he is 

adamant that they nail the scumbags and they need to print the story to show the 

Church that they can't get away with what they've done. 

 

Mike finds Sacha at home. He asks her if she's ever thought of going back to church. 

She says she has attended with her grandmother but it's hard with all the things they 

now know. Mike mentions, growing up Catholic, it's hard to abandon it completely 
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but after reading those letters, his faith collapsed. 

 

Robby meets up with Peter Conley in a hotel bar. Peter complains about Marty and 

says running the story will lose them subscribers. He tells Robby he doesn't want his 

career to be ended and him forever to be known as the guy who brought down the 

Globe. He writes the entire story off as being just a few bad apples. Robby realizes 

this is how the Church operates they have one guy lean on someone and the entire 

town looks the other way. 

 

At the Spotlight office the next day, Robby is told that Sweeney ruled in favor of the 

Globe to unseal the documents. The church has filed an appeal but the trial court is 

almost always upheld in manners like this. The documents will probably be released 

in mid-January, around the time Geoghan's trial begins. Ben and the Globes editor 

want to make their success against the Catholic Church a big story, focusing on a first 

amendment victory, but Robby doesn't want to alert the Herald of the story. Mike and 

Robby now tell Marty and Ben how some of the documents have already become 

public due to Garabedian slipping them into a public motion; these documents prove 

Law knew about the molestations in the 80s. Ben is upset that they didn't release the 

story but Robby tells him that the church covering up molestation has been going on 

for decades, even before Law, and the court covered it up. They think they can write 

everything up in two weeks but suspect it will be a poor move to publish the story 

during the first Christmas season after September 11th. They decide to run it right 

after New Years Day 2002, shortly before the Geoghan trial begins. Marty now tells 

the editor to bury the Globe's victory over the church in the metro section. 

 

The Spotlight team steps up their story. Mike begins writing. The team continues 

meeting with victims, priests, judges. The wife of a priest yells at Sacha when she 

asks to speak with him. The sister of a victim is also hostile. But Sacha also gets to 

speak to someone who is happy to talk. The team is getting quotes from various 

sources. Robby visits Jim Sullivan at his house, led in by Jim's wife. Robby tells Jim 
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they're running out of time. He tells him they've got the cover-up stories of 75 priests 

but they need a solid confirmation from him because he represented them. He tells 

Jim he has to choose what side he's on. Jim tells Robby hes out of line but Robby 

responds that the entire city is out of line lawyers, politicians, cops. Everybody is 

looking the other way but Jim can put an end to it. Jim gets riled up, says that he 

defended the scumbags but it was his job to. He points out the Globe had a lot of 

information that could have alerted them to the story but they never did any 

investigating so they're just as guilty as everyone else. Jim kicks Robby out of his 

home. But as he walks to his car, Jim runs to him, still angry, but asks for the list. Jim 

reads it over and then circles every single name, verifying them as clients he once 

represented. 

 

Through Jack Dunn, Mike is able to make an offer to Law to defend himself in the 

Globe in a full page, unedited response. But later, he visits Marty and Ben to tell them 

that Law turned the offer down and the Archdiocese spokeswoman says they don't 

even want to know what the questions are. This gives them enough of a quote for their 

story The church had no interest in knowing what the Globes questions would be. Ben 

wonders about manning the phones come Sunday morning given all the attention the 

story will get; Robby tells him Matt and Sacha will be there working on a piece and 

they'll have a tip line listed where people can call with more information. Ben wants 

to hire extra staff to man the phones at reception, remembering the protests from the 

last story about a molesting priest. He's also concerned about picketers and angry 

letters. Robby mentions Jim confirming all the priests they suspected as being 

involved. He has been rattled by Tim's comment that the Globe should have caught it 

sooner. Ben tells him the story needed Spotlight since no singular reporter could have 

broken it. But Robby is still upset he was one of the reporters in the department that 

ran the story years earlier (i.e. the clip that Sacha gave to him) and he never thought to 

investigate it further. Marty tells them all to forgive their past sins because they need 

to prepare for Laws backlash after the story is published. As hard as they've worked 

over the last six months, they're going to have to work even harder from this point on. 
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The team leaves for the night, content with all of their work. Mike stops by 

Garabedian's office and gives him an early look at the paper. When he leaves, he sees 

a mother and two children in a waiting room; the mother is fingering rosary beads. Its 

a callback to the opening scene at the police station with a mother in a waiting room 

with her kids. Garabedian tells Mike that both boys were abused weeks earlier and 

encourages Mike to keep doing his work. 

 

Conclusion 

Sipe calls Mike about the story. Mike asks him how he’s able to continue to believe in 

something after all he knows. Sipe says he still needs his faith; the church is an 

institution of men and even well-meaning men fail. The papers are printed, come off 

the presses, are transported around the city by trucks. They end up on doorsteps, in 

living rooms. The headline on the front page Church Allowed Abuse by Priest for 

Years. Matt takes a copy of the paper and drops it on the doorstep of the house where 

the molesting priest lives. 

 

Sunday morning, Matt is looking out his window. He notes that there aren't any 

protesters. His colleague suggests they're still at church. Robby finds Mike in the 

parking lot, even though it is their day off. They want to go inside and get a sense of 

the response they're getting. 

 

Inside, the main receptionist is bored, saying its the easiest overtime she's made 

because nobody is calling their phone lines. She mentions that she had to send people 

down in the Spotlight office to help out Matt and Sacha. Mike and Robby rush down 

to the office. Phones are ringing off the hook. After getting off a call, Matt tells them 

they're getting tons of response, almost all positive and many from victims who have 

more tips. Matt suggests Robby and Mike help out. Mike answers a phone. 
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The ending titles indicate that the cover-ups were revealed to have extended far 

beyond Massachusetts which led all the way to Vatican City. Hundreds of U.S. cities 

as listed as having similar scandals. Then dozens of countries are listed (Ireland, UK, 

France, Italy, Germany, Spain, Brazil, Mexico, etc), as well, where the abuse also 

extended to. 

 

How to Use 
Goal & Usage 

This case may be used for teaching media ethics which aims at improving journalism 

students’ ethical awareness, analytical skills and raising their moral sensitivity. It may 

help students reconsider the social responsibility of the media as a powerful social 

institution.   

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. The Western writer known as O’Henry, was known for his surprise endings.  

There is a surprise ending in Spotlight:  What is that surprise ending?   

2. Why was the new Boston Globe editor able to finally have this newspaper report 

on this story?   

3. What ethics philosophies are best portrayed in Spotlight?  

4. Should it be the role of journalism to function as an “ethics watchdog” the way the 

Spotlight team did?  
 

Issues and Analysis 

A key issue in this case study is the role of the media. The discussion may be situated 

in both Chinese and American contexts. In the U.S., the media have the fame as the 

“fourth estate”, which means it acts independently from the three branches of the 

government: executive (the President), legislature (the Congress), and judiciary (the 

Supreme Court). Even against such a political and social backdrop, it was by no 

means easy for the Globe to investigate into the Catholic Church which is a powerful 

institution in Boston, the community which the newspaper serves.  

 

Students may apply SPJ’s Code of Ethics in the discussion especially about “act 
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independently” to further expand their attention to questions as to how the media 

cover government, why the media should be concerned with social justice for the 

powerful and the powerless alike, how to do political communication within an 

ethical framework.  

 

Key Points to Consider 

Students need to consider the social responsibilities of the media especially in 

bringing social justice. The socially, culturally or economically excluded or 

underpowered groups need to make their voice heard. The media, with increasing 

power as a social institution with its own forces, is what such citizens turn to. 

Communitarians emphasize social justice rather than truth to be the most important 

ethical decision-making principle.   

 

Teaching Tips 

With this movie it needs to be pointed out that with other Christian religions, the 

belief is that people might pray directly to god. Roman Catholics, however, think that 

an intermediary is needed, and that intermediary is the priest. Thus priests in the 

Catholic religion have considerably more power than do Jewish rabbis or Protestant 

ministers, preachers, or clergy. 

 

Also, Cardinal Law, rather than being sanctioned by the Church after the Globe 

reported of his knowledge and protection of pedophile priests, was promoted to a job 

in the Vatican. It is recommended that the instructor linger for a few minutes on the 

list of national and international nations during the after-movie credits to let it sink in 

with students how wide-spread this problem was that the Globe uncovered.   
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4. Audi Commercial & Ethics in Ads 

 

Tao Fu 

University of International Business and Economics 

 

* Adapted from reports about an Audi commercial. The current case study is 

only for the purposes of teaching. It has no intent to make any judgment of the 

performance of the media organizations involved.  

 

Abstract	 	 	

This case is about how an Audi commercial went viral in China but for the wrong 

reasons. The ad compared women to second-hand cars. Other ethical issues in 

advertising are also brought into discussion.   

 

Key Words	

Audi, sexism, advertising, objectification of women 

 

Introduction     

Recently Audi, a German carmaker, released a commercial in which women were 

compared to second-hand cars. Chinese consumers slammed on social media. Some 

vowed to boycott Audi vehicles. Audi then quickly apologized and withdrew the ad.  

 

Case 
In Audi’s 34-second-long second-hand car commercial, a wedding is interrupted by 

the mother of the groom who inspects the bride. 

 

After yanking the bride’s nose and ears, and prying open her jaw to inspect her teeth, 

the mom appears satisfied and gives the couple the okay. She casts one last 

disapproving look at the bride’s chest before the scene changes to an Audi driving 

through city streets as a voice-over says “an important decision must be made 

carefully.” 
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It is not the first time that women are likened as second hand. BMW, another German 

carmaker once used “You know you are not the first” as its slogan for its second-hand 

cars. Renault previously came under fire for potentially sexist marketing of its 

Twingo-coloured nail varnish which hinted at women being bad at driving and 

needing to repair scratches on their motors (Video available here).  

 

Another ad that went viral in China in 2016 is a laundry detergent advertisement. A 

black man and a young Chinese woman are flirting, as he leans in for a kiss she 

thrusts a detergent capsule in his mouth and bundles him into a laundry machine. She 

sits atop the machine as the man spins and screams inside until, to her apparent 

delight, out pops a handsome Chinese man dressed in a clean, white t-shirt. The ad 

gleaned about 7 million views on YouTube. Later the company issued an apology and 

removed the ad online.   
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Conclusion 
Advertising is a mass medium reaches large, heterogeneous audiences. Sometimes, 

advertising intended for one group is seen by another. The results may be 

embarrassing or even offensive. By commodifying audience of certain groups or 

stereotyping them, the ad would not only lose the audience but cause significant social 

and cultural consequences.   

 

How to Use 
Goal & Usage 

This case may be used for teaching media ethics which aims at improving journalism 

students’ ethical awareness, analytical skills and raising their moral sensitivity. It aims 

to help students understand ethical dilemmas encountered and the questions raised in 

terms of images in advertisements.  

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Are women objectified in the Audi ad? How so? 

2. Advertisements, as part of the media culture, reflect society and its values. What 

social and cultural values can be found in the Audi ad? 

3. Advertisements tend to stereotype people of certain ethnicities, races, ages and 

genders. How are women stereotyped in the Audi ad? How are Africans 

stereotyped in the detergent ad? 

 

Issues and Analysis 

The portrayal of people of different genders, ages, and ethnicities in advertisements 

often comes under fire for lack of ethical concerns to these people. The Audi 

commercial commodifies Chinese women as animals to be traded in ancient China by 

examining the teeth and even ears. The behavior of the bride’s mother, her “OK” 

gesture and the voice over also indicate the power of the husband and his family over 

the bride, which is inherited from the patriarchal China. The examination of the 

bride’s breasts not only humiliates women but also brings an understatement – breast 

augmentation becomes common among Chinese women. By repeating images of 

man-woman relations in ads, they would gradually lead to the images to be accepted 

by the society without question. It will then affect women’s self-perception of their 



	
	

34	

gender roles and an ideal image. It may also enhance a patriarchal perspective of 

women and their roles to males.  

 

The issue of ethnicity has not come under many Chinese people’s radar as local media 

often emphasize unity and equality among ethnic groups. There are increasingly more 

Africans studying in China and working especially in Guangdong. Racial insensitivity 

needs to be improved immediately as such commercials obviously stigmatize 

Africans.        

 

Key Points to Consider  

While making the ads, to whom should advertisers be loyal? Loyalty and allegiance 

are the key to understand ethical issues in advertising. Which ethical principles and 

guidelines may be applied and why? 

 

Teaching Tips 

The instructor may use the cases here to bring a bigger issue into the discussion, 

which is the sex, class and ethnicity in ads. The long-term cultural consequences of 

such ads particularly deserve discussion.  

 

Videos such as Killing Us Softly about how women are portrayed in advertising over 

years might be enlightening to students and work as an aid for the discussion. There 

are tons of pictures online, too. But the instructor needs to put the presentation of ads 

under control and focus on the discussion instead.  
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5. Caring and Media Coverage of End-of-Life Issues 

 

Tao Fu 

University of International Business and Economics 

* Adapted from Journal of Mass Media Ethics’ Cases and Commentaries, 

written by Louis W. Hodges, Mark Douglas, Rick Kenney and Christine Dellert, 

and Arthur Caplan. The current case study is only for the purposes of teaching. 

It has no intent to make any judgment of the performance of the media 

organizations involved.  

Abstract   

The Schiavo case represented one of the greatest failures of the American media in re- 

cent memory. The struggle to remove a feeding tube from a young woman in a 

permanent vegetative state was in the headlines for weeks prior to her death in 2005, 

in a Florida hospice. However, too little of what was reported during that time bore 

any evidence of careful reporting or balanced editing.  

 

Key Words	

End-of-life issues, bias, choice of words, conflicts of interest 

 

Introduction     

Terri Schiavo, who lingered in a persistent vegetative state for more than 14 years, 

was declared dead April 1, 2005, less than 2 weeks after her feeding tube was 

disconnected. She was 41. However, medical, religious and moral issues related to her 

death and how media cover end-of-life issues are worth reconsideration.  

 

Case 
Terri and Michael Schiavo were married in 1984. They had the approval and full 

support of Terri’s parents, Bob and Mary Schindler. Schiavo had fallen into a 

comatose state after suffering a heart attack, probably caused by bulimia and anorexia, 

in February of 1990. Her husband and her family members worked diligently to 

pursue every possible avenue of therapy for Terri for the next three years. She showed 
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no response to any therapy and physicians told the family that Terri was in a 

permanent vegetative state from which she could not regain consciousness. The 

diagnosis was partly confirmed by the long period of time that she has shown no overt 

consciousness consistent with the sad fate that has been suffered by thou- sands of 

others in similar states.  

 

The parents found this conclusion unacceptable. Her husband believed that given this 

prognosis it was time to remove Terri from her feeding tube and allow her to die 

because he believed she would not want to be main- tained in a state of permanent 

unconsciousness. In 1998 he asked a Florida court for permission to remove her 

feeding tube. The request was opposed by the Schindlers. A lengthy court trial ensued, 

the conclusion of which was that on February 11, 2000, Florida Circuit Court Judge 

George Greer ruled that Terri would not have wanted to be in the grim state she is in 

and that as a result the feeding tube could be removed.  

The national media spent almost no time recounting the story to the American public. 

Yet the battle over Terri’s fate was being covered 24/7 by television and front page 

stories in newspapers and magazines throughout the first third of 2005. Local Florida 

media did a fairly good job getting these facts straight, but as the national media 

picked up the story they seemed to have little interest in plowing through the reams of 

prior newspaper, radio, and TV transcripts that were readily available in the Florida 

press. In her final days, reporters and videographers from around the world gathered 

near her hospice, joining Tampa Bay-area journalists who since 2003 had been 

covering the legal, medical, religious, and moral issues.  

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of the coverage of the Schiavo case was the 

constant presentation hour after hour day after day on all major television outlets of 

the videotape that had been made by Terri’ s parents to show that she was capable of 

thought, speech, feelings, and communica- tive abilities. The tape itself consisted of 

heavily edited excerpts culled from hours and hours of taping. Beyond any debate it 

was a piece of advocacy. Family members would move into Terri’s field of vision to 
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make it look like she was “looking” at them. Her grimaces and twitches were ed- ited 

to appear as smiles.  

But, broadcasters could not resist showing it. Nor were they willing to label the edited 

tape as a piece of advocacy. The cable networks, Fox, CNN, MSNBC, and the 

evening and morning news programs simply ran the film round-the-clock as if it were 

a documentary. The tape did more to undermine the public’s understanding of what it 

means for a person to be in a PVS than any other single piece of video ever broadcast 

in the United States.  

The media also failed to illustrate all conflicts of interest. During the final national 

battle over Terri’s fate the public was made well aware of the fact that Michael 

Schiavo had established a romantic relationship with another woman and had fathered 

children with her. It was also told time and again that there were possible issues of 

control of monetary resources that might be a source of conflict concerning Michael 

Schiavo’s intentions. Not reported or barely mentioned were the Schindler family’s 

conflicts. They had allowed themselves to fall under the sway and the financial sup- 

port of the most fanatical arm of the right to life movement.  

Throughout, news coverage tended toward a reliance on journalism’s craft values in 

seeking to balance sourcing, but it was hampered by an imbalance between objective 

medical science and subjective moral beliefs. Some journalists used terms such as 

“right to live” and “right to die” or “extending her life” and “prolonging her death” 

interchangeably. Some casually repeated pejoratively inaccurate words such as 

“murder” and “starvation.” Some printed or uttered value-laden phrases such as 

“saving her life” and “Terri’s champions” indiscriminately.  

Conslusion 
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Facing daily and even hourly deadlines at the end of Terri Schiavo’s life, journalists 

seemed overwhelmed by the volume of voices clamoring to be heard. An examination 

of coverage of the Schiavo story in 2005 found prominent examples of the following:  

• Inadequate explanation of end-of-life issues; 

• Insensitivity to stakeholders 

• Inconsistency in terminology 

How to Use 

Goal & Usage 

This case may be used for teaching media ethics which aims at improving journalism 

students’ ethical awareness, analytical skills and raising their moral sensitivity. It aims 

to help students understand media coverage of legal and medical issues such as choice 

of words, reporting conflicts of interest, and avoiding bias.   

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. How to provide clear and medically sound information so it does not become 

obscured or muted when sources’ emotions threaten to dominate the dialog? 

2. How could the media balance stakeholders’ competing interests and values? 

3. Which ethically sound professional craft strategies could the media follow to help 

audiences understand complex and potentially polarizing end-of-life issues? 

4. Is it proper for the media to frame such stories as conflicts with winners and 

losers? 

 

Issues and Analysis 

A virtuous journalist wants to write, edit, and photograph according to sound ethical 

principles as well as the best professional craft values. Sometimes, though, 

journalism’s professional craft values can differ from its ethical values. Consider, for 

example, the news element of timeliness. Nothing motivates reporters—and their 

editors and news directors—more than an old-fashioned scoop. In real-time 

journalism, competition matters, and the early bird reaches the audience first. But that 
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prized craft value might conflict with the principle of “minimizing harm.” 

Following that same professional orientation, journalists may tend to- ward other craft 

values that seem to threaten or overwhelm ethical principles. For example, journalists 

often construct “issues” stories as social conflict among groups. Simplistically, such 

stories often seek to identify “winners” and “losers.” 

A textual analysis of roughly 1,500 news and features articles, editorials, and opinion 

columns about Terri Schiavo published in Florida news- papers in 2005 found 

generally that her story was framed as a conflict or battle, with “winners,” “losers,” 

and “champions”; neutral medical terms, such as “persistent vegetative state” and 

“inserted a tube,” were used almost interchangeably with judgmental language such as 

“half-life,” “interfered,” and “starved to death”; terminology was often imprecise, 

such as in the use of “life support” and “sustenance,” which don’t identify accurately 

a particular care or treatment; her story was exploited for dramatic effect.  

Journalists have the responsibility, as well as the right, to take ownership of their craft. 

Language choice and sourcing are just two components of that craft. Just as 

journalists should quote accurately, they should consider paraphrasing carefully when 

sources use imprecise or misleading language. 

Journalists should prepare by identifying and discussing what constitutes end-of-life 

issues and which sources can add to the conversation and enhance citizens’ 

understanding of the issues. 

Stories about abortion, euthanasia, physician-assisted suicide, living wills, grief, 

trauma, disaster—and even everyday coverage of violent death—can evoke strong 

emotions and moral judgments. Ethically thoughtful journalists should exercise even 

greater care in dealing with sources and in practicing their craft. Reporters can 

demonstrate a strong ethical disposition as well as better craft practice when they 

choose and sort out sources and their quotes. Journalists ought to consider the diverse 

social, cultural, and religious perspectives on end-of-life issues in their community 
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and elsewhere and report them inclusively and sensitively. 

 

Key Points to Consider 

Word choice and sourcing—two profoundly professional craft values— are inherently 

ethical matters. As the Schiavo case illustrates, those values too often can be almost 

an afterthought for journalists. Since end-of-life issues likely will increase given 

China is an aging society, it is suggested journalists engage in a robust dialog, 

inclusive of a full range of views, about the ways in which they speak about the dying 

as well as the living. 

 

Teaching Tips 

This case may be used for a 2- or 3-hour session. End-of-life issues are not widely 

covered in China yet. It is more complicated given factors such as conflicts of interest, 

morals and religion may be involved. It is a good timing to remind students how to 

avoid bias in such reports. 
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