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SUMMARY (Added 1/19/2005): This paper explores the ethical implications of blogging. Our central premise: the act of publishing almost always holds consequences for stakeholders beyond the writer. Our major question: what are the writer’s obligations to those stakeholders? Our main conclusions: Transparency is a first step in building trust with an audience but is insufficient to achieve credibility.  We do not prescribe ethics standards for bloggers. Instead, we recommend that bloggers involve their audience in a co-authored process that addresses the personal information the bloggers are willing to share, the principles they stand for, and the processes they follow.  

END SUMMARY
Midway through The Year of The Blog, the worlds of blogging, journalism, and public affairs converged in a basement banquet room at the Hilton Hotel in Boston. 

The event, a Bloggers Breakfast, was staged by the Democratic National Convention for the citizen journalists it had credentialed to cover the party’s ceremonial crowning of its 2004 nominees for president and vice president of the United States.

The breakfast was a lot like hundreds of other politics-as-usual gatherings that week in Boston: state delegations, interest groups, and influence peddlers of various stripes assembled for bagels and fruit plates with candidates, party leaders, and campaign workers.

But the Bloggers Breakfast offered a glimpse of something else. 

As much as some of the bloggers looked sufficiently scruffy and sleep-deprived to pass for reporters, they acted quite differently. It wasn’t so much their applause for Barack Obama and Howard Dean that set the bloggers apart from the no-hands-clapping journalists lurking in the back of the room. It was the style and tone of the bloggers’ questions: more conversational, less prepared, less polished than what you’d expect from journalists.

Except for two quite pointed questions that blogger David Weinberger put to retired AP correspondent Walter Mears. Their exchange crystallized, for just a few moments, two of the worlds on display in the room. 

Weinberger is the spirited and thoughtful philosopher who wrote “Small Things Loosely Joined” and co-authored “The Cluetrain Manifesto.” Mears is the Pulitzer Prize winning campaign legend and author of “Deadlines Past: Forty Years Of Presidential Campaigning: A Reporter's Story.” The AP recalled him from retirement to file to the wire’s first-ever convention weblog. 

Weinberger: “So, who are you supporting for president?” 

Mears shook his head and refused to say.  “How could you trust what I write?”

Weinberger followed up: “Then how can we trust what you write in your blog?”

Later that evening, Weinberger described Mears’ response in a post to a blog he was keeping for the Boston Globe: “Mears gave an articulate defense of the canon of journalistic professionalism, and the craft and value of objectivity. (2)

“Of course I respect that,” Weinberger added. “How can you not? We need professional journalists. But for most blogs, we want to know what the writer’s starting point is. That’s not because we’re subjective journalists. It’s because a blog is a conversation among friends, and when you’re arguing politics with your pals, it’d just be weird to refuse to say where you stand.” (3)

Battleground and Common Ground

The blogger and the journalist had arrived at the heart of the matter: trust, the cornerstone of credibility for blogging as well as journalism, and transparency, a reasonable starting point for any discussion of trust.   

The idea of revealing your political preference in front of a crowded room is anathema to many, probably most, journalists.  I have my own views, this line of thinking goes, but the editorial process in my newsroom is designed to wring out the bias and present an even-handed story.

Refusing to reveal such information appears silly – maybe even deceptive -- to many, probably most, bloggers. How can readers evaluate the fairness of a report, they ask, if the writer withholds basic information about his or her own beliefs?

That journalists and bloggers would hold conflicting views on the question is hardly surprising. Jay Rosen, chair of the journalism department at New York University, has explored the distinctions between blogging and journalism in great depth on his PRESSthink blog. (4)

For all those differences, however, blogging and journalism are not dogmas in opposition. And they share a common aspiration: credibility with their audiences.  

Traditionally in journalism, credibility means a story rings true. It’s accurate. It’s in context.  The reporting and presentation are fair. In the blogosphere, credibility may borrow from those values but is likely also shaped by what the individual blogger – or group of bloggers -- stands for.

Both groups – traditional journalists and bloggers -- face significant challenges in terms of credibility and ethical conduct. For the traditional journalist, it’s a matter of measuring up to existing, generally accepted standards. For bloggers who have not yet addressed the issue, it’s first a matter of figuring out what their standards might be – and then measuring up. 

Ethical considerations are not the sole province of policy blogs. Blogs about knitting can carry ethical dimensions, too, depending on what they say about fellow knitters and the owner of the yarn shop. But this paper is focused, for the most part, on the subset of bloggers – journalists and non-journalists alike -- hoping to inform or influence others on of matters of public concern.

UPDATE 1/18/2005: Transparency has been at the center of much of the discussion about credibility, and we agree that it’s important. Traditionally, journalism has not been an especially transparent enterprise. Judge us by what we produce, the old argument goes, not by how we do it or by what we do or think or say after work. (See Jeff Jarvis’ discussion of the topic here.)

Transparency can alert the audience to important information. It addresses the critical question of how the work is created. Transparency by itself rarely reveals much of the why, though, and that’s a critical dimension for any audience. That’s why we urge bloggers – as we urge journalists – to be transparent about the principles they stand for and the processes they follow in the course of upholding them. 

Transparency should not be confused with accountability. When Poynter redesigned its website in 2002, we described the process to users in detail and invited feedback. It turns out that wasn’t good enough. We had dramatically underestimated how strongly much of the audience was attached to particular aspects of the ROMENSKO page, for example. After a flood of negative reaction, we involved the audience far more directly in our decision-making and made significant revisions to our redesign. We’re not saying that the audience always rules, but that you’ll never achieve accountability unless the audience actually counts. (See our discussion of that redesign experience, and reader comments, here.)

More conversation than lecture, blogging presumes a relationship between publisher and audience. It’s a relationship that, to be successful, demands mutual respect. It’s that kind of relationship that can result in trust and can produce extraordinary credibility for the publisher – blogger, journalist or otherwise. Regardless of publishing platform, it is not a relationship that is easily achieved.

END UPDATE
What Engenders Trust?

Unable to reconcile recent scandals involving plagiarism and incompetence with their traditional standards of accuracy and professionalism, many journalists are groping for new approaches that their audiences would judge more trustworthy.


Some are revising their ethics guidelines. Several major news organizations, including The New York Times, the Baltimore Sun and National Public Radio, have hired public editors, or ombudsmen. 

Others are focusing more directly on doing their day-to-day work in a way that the audience finds trustworthy. Some have been going to school on bloggers, starting their own blogs as a way of engaging their audience more directly in the news.

Ethical concerns are emerging in the blogosphere as well, some of them linked to conflict of interest, others to questions of rumor and fact. Zephyr Teachout, a former staffer in the Dean presidential campaign (and a participant in this conference), raised a number of questions with a Jan. 10 report on her blog that the campaign had paid two bloggers “largely in order to ensure that they said positive things.”  (Teachout’s account has been challenged by the two bloggers; Rebecca MacKinnon has rounded up the discussion here.) (5,6,7)

Some blogs are addressing questions of credibility directly and personally, posting their own standards. Calls for more general standards -- a kind of seal of bloggers’ independence – have been prompted by various commercial propositions. (8)

And some codes are being proposed as working models for the blogosphere, including this one by Martin Kuhn, a doctoral fellow at the University of North Carolina’s School of Journalism and Mass Communication. (9) 

UPDATE JANUARY 22, 2005: Some of the most interesting perspectives on these issues come from journalists who blog and bloggers who do journalism.  One of them is Jonathan Dube, who runs the Cyberjournalist site for the Media Center at the American Press Institute. Dube, who also writes a column for Poynter Online, has modified for bloggers the ethics code of the Society of Professional Journalists. END UPDATE.
Principles Beyond Platforms

Dan Gillmor, who recently left his job as technology columnist at the San Jose Mercury News to launch a new initiative in grassroots journalism, notes in his book, “We the Media,” that core principles transcend publishing platforms. (10)

“No matter which tools and technologies we embrace,” he writes, “we must maintain core principles, including fairness, accuracy, and thoroughness. These are not afterthoughts. They are essential if professional journalism expects to survive.”

Like the Internet itself, blogging is a publishing tool invented by non-journalists that holds enormous opportunities, risks, and consequences for journalism and society.

 

Society. That’s where trust, credibility, integrity, transparency, and ethics, take on dimensions beyond the individual. Given likely debates over definitions, let’s rely on Wikipedia for now. Here’s how Wikipedia frames its “simple view of ethics and morals”:

“Ethics is often called the science of morality. It attempts to make consistent descriptions of complex situations and difficult decisions. It is considered to be important because, to those who practice the ethical tradition in which the descriptions are applied, it answers the big question, ‘How should we live?’” (11, 12)

We recognize the pitfalls of suggesting in a short paper how bloggers should blog, how journalists should do their work or, for that matter, how anybody should do much of anything. 

We have three objectives in mind, two that we’ll address in this paper and one – an online resource -- that we hope will result from our discussions Jan. 21-22:

· Context for a meaningful discussion of such issues as trust, transparency, ethics, and credibility.

· Concrete examples of steps that journalists and bloggers are taking in pursuit of increased credibility.  

· A framework, perhaps in the form of an online tool, that could help journalists, bloggers – and their employers – work with their audiences to develop customized blogging guidelines.

User-Generated Ethics?

The process we’re suggesting is not completely user-generated  – the blogger will be the one implementing the guidelines, after all – but it’s far more collaborative than traditional approaches.

The idea, in brief, is for bloggers to invite questions from their audience about what questions they have about the blog, what might increase their level of trust, etc. The questions would vary with the blog. The blogger might then build an FAQ responding to such questions and could update the FAQ as new questions arise.

UPDATE 1/17/2005: One advantage of a dynamic FAQ like this would be the chance for bloggers and their audience to keep the trust/credibility conversation current. As new issues and circumstances arise, readers could focus their questions on the FAQ, enabling bloggers (and their audience) to address how well their performance is measuring up to the principles and process they’ve promised. 

As issues have arisen recently about blogging for pay, for example, some bloggers have entered posts declaring their own policies. Why not add such material to a standing page that remains easily accessible over time? END UPDATE.
The blogger could be guided by those questions in creating a principles and policies statement addressing issues of trust and credibility. The blogger could describe the principles he or she is committed to, e.g., fairness, independence, accuracy, etc. In addition, bloggers creating such a page could describe the processes they’d use in order to uphold their principles. They might explain how they handle updates and corrections on their blogs, for example, as well as an explanation of how they handle comments.   And if the blogger wants to offer some personal background – “where they’re coming from,” as Jay Rosen puts it – so much the better.

Individual bloggers will have to make their own decisions about whatever principles and processes guide their behavior, of course.  The most effective standards and codes are not imposed from the outside. The idea that the journalism establishment would have the standing or influence to impose ethical standards on the blogosphere seems especially disconnected from reality.

Bloggers’ Responsibilities 

But that doesn’t mean bloggers have no responsibilities to others. At the point bloggers make their work public, the public – and anyone the blogger is writing about – become stakeholders. That’s a matter of ethics.

Without getting into the question of when a blogger is a journalist, let’s look at ethics as framed, pursued, and sometimes violated by journalists.  

Journalists who follow time-honored ethical norms and values have found they are able to build trust and respect with many readers and viewers. Those who violate ethical standards jeopardize their own professional reputation and they put their organizations at considerable risk. 

For decades, most mainstream newspapers and many broadcast news organizations have relied on some form of ethical guidelines to set forth expectations for their employees. These guidelines – often but not always in writing – cover a wide range of issues from accuracy and fairness in reporting to avoiding conflicts of interest. 

In addition, many journalists apply their own personal ethical standards to guide their behavior. These generally include the obligation to be honest, to keep promises and to “get the facts and the story right.”

The most effective ethical standards and guidelines are aspirational. They are ideals. Even the best of journalists sometimes falter. Those who are less competent can be susceptible to more serious breeches of ethics even when well intentioned. And then there are those journalists who knowingly lie, cheat or steal. 

Ethics: More About Process than Rules
The most eloquent codes are useless if they’re not put to good use. So the best standards and guidelines describe a process to be pursued when ethical questions arise. These processes do not prescribe a solution to the problems at hand. They suggest a way to move through the decision-making process toward a good ethical choice.

Ethics should not be seen as a set of rules aimed at restricting the flow of information. Instead, think of ethics as a system that you and your audience can use to share as much information as appropriate – and to explain just what criteria you’ve considered in arriving at decisions toward that end.  

Journalism ethics directly connects to professional purpose and mission. Journalists serve the public in multiple ways – informing on significant issues; reporting on events of interest; holding the powerful accountable as watchdogs; using words and images and sound to take people to places where something important or fascinating is occurring.

That’s part of the duty of journalism. There’s an ethical responsibility to fulfill this unique and essential role in our society.

When journalists succeed in their duty the results are positive. Citizens are well informed. They use news reports to better understand the world around them and to use that knowledge to live life more fully and meaningfully. Good journalism evokes a wide range of emotion and provokes people to act, whether that involves expressing choices in a voting booth or engaging in spirited discussions with family or friends about the latest news. High quality reporting serves the civic good.

Journalists who fail in their duty create negative consequences. Citizens are uninformed or misinformed. Poor reporting can produce apathy. It can create rumors and cause fear. Incompetent journalists cause harm, sometimes damaging reputations and victimizing vulnerable people. Bad journalism fails to serve the public good. 
Journalists create relationships with those they serve. They do this sometimes by informing with news stories, sometimes by enlightening through analysis, sometimes by  provoking with opinion. These relationships are built on trust. Those receiving the information must have confidence that what they are getting measures up. When the trust erodes, the credibility of the journalist falls and the value of the information declines.

Economic Consequences

As Philip Meyer demonstrates in his new book, “The Vanishing Newspaper, Saving Journalism in the Information Age,” declines in consumer confidence in media have been accompanied by declines in readers and viewers. This has obvious consequences for both the social and economic future of media in all forms. (13)

Mainstream media organizations have recognized the bottom line linkage for decades. The issue is fresher in the blogosphere, as aggregators of blogs – and individual bloggers – begin exploring ways they might be compensated for their work. 

If they’re hoping to be compensated by advertising, that will depend, in some measure, on advertisers concluding that their readers trust what they find on the blogs in question. 

In addition to trust and credibility, media consumers apply different expectations to the information they consume, sometimes unconsciously. For some, relevancy is essential – how does this information help me personally? Others want intellectual stimulation or emotional punch from their news content. In terms of expectations of ethical standards, accuracy is a primary value for many. Others will measure the worth of a report on a scale of fairness. Some put a premium on timeliness, the faster they can get the information the better, even if it’s imperfect.

Resistance to Ethics Standards – Codes and Otherwise
Journalists have long debated the value and necessity of ethical standards. Some say it’s a matter of common sense, and apply a basic notion such as the Golden Rule. Others argue that each individual should know the right thing to do. 

The matter of ethical values and individual behavior is more complex. Both individuals and organizations need clear standards to guide behavior. This is true for virtually any professional or personal setting, from architects and homebuilders to family and friends. 

Professional ethics codes are built on two ethical theories. One theory (deontology) emphasizes duty and obligation. The other theory (teleology) stresses the consequences of our actions. In reality, all codes are a blend of these two approaches. 

Codes prescribe certain standards that individuals should adhere to in order to fulfill their duty and obligation to others. For journalists, that includes serving citizens and democracy by reporting meaningful information about civic affairs and holding government officials accountable. 

Codes also ask individuals to consider their ethical decisions in terms of what good occurs and what bad happens from resulting actions. This balancing of good versus bad consequences is a commonly used approach by journalists. For instance, the coverage of a tragedy often leads to decisions on what pictures to use that help reveal the truth while not further victimizing those caught up in the tragedy or not overwhelming readers or viewers with images that will greatly offend.

Formal codes have been resisted for a variety of reasons, some of them legal, some of them more philosophical.

Some lawyers don’t like them because they provide plaintiffs’ attorneys with a document that can be used against a journalist if procedures specified in a newsroom code were not followed. (14)

Existential Journalism vs. the Hutchins Commission

John C. Merrill, author of “Existential Journalism,” characterizes codes as “asinine rules and practices of the organization.” 

He says codes are useless to the kind of journalist – an existential journalist -- who “has an attitude of commitment, of rebellion, of individuality, of creativity, of freedom.”

He adds: “Although this journalist has a conscience or a moral sense, this does not translate into worshipping strict professionalism or institutionalism; more important for the existential journalist is a sense of self-esteem and self-reliance.” (15)

Merrill’s concept of existential journalism is rooted, in many ways, to the Libertarian theory of the press. That approach is in considerable tension with the concept of social responsibility. Journalism professor Edmund Lambeth describes the contrast in his book “Committed Journalism: An Ethic for the Profession.”

Lambeth proposes an ethical system that blends the strengths of utilitarianism with the strengths of a duty-based approach to professionalism. “While journalists are expected to consider the consequences of their actions, they are viewed as best guided by rules derived from principles – telling the truth, behaving justly, respecting and protecting independence and freedom, acting humanely, and being a good steward of the resources, especially the First Amendment, that protect journalism and a free society.” (p. 28)

The social responsibility concept was a product of the Commission on Freedom of the Press, the so-called Hutchins Commission, in the mid-1940s. Lambeth writes: “Rather than merely keep hands off the press, as libertarian doctrine demands, social responsibility theorists urged the press, government, and the public to actively promote not only freedom of expression but also the requirements the Hutchins Commission defined for a free and responsible press.” (16)

The Commission underlined a dimension of journalism of particular relevance to many bloggers: their role in the community. As Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel point out in “The Elements of Journalism,” the “Commission in 1947 placed this mission (journalism as a forum for public discourse) second only to telling the truth.” They quoted the commission: “[T]he great agencies of mass communication should regard themselves as common carriers of public discussion.”  (17)
Fact Checking Your Ass

Blogging has emerged as an important element in at least a couple of ways as mainstream media wrestles with its credibility crisis. As Jeff Jarvis reminds his media colleagues periodically on his Buzzmachine blog, it’s foolish to do journalism without realizing that bloggers are going to “fact check your ass.” (18)

Many journalists are also beginning to realize that an editorial stance of arrogance or aloofness from readers cannot be sustained for long. 

Bloggers – and others inspired by their success -- are forcing accountability on news organizations. They’re also demanding – and sometimes getting – a much bigger say in what’s news.

More and more journalists are realizing that blogging can help them increase their transparency – and their credibility – with their audience.  They’re opening their eyes to a fact of life that Dan Gillmor has taken up as something of a creed: the readers (at least some of them) know more about a story than its author does. 

The Spokesman-Review in Spokane, Wa., provides some good examples of the promise this trend holds for journalism.  Among 18 blogs maintained by the paper is Ask The Editors, a group blog that enables five of the paper’s editors to open a window on the way the paper does its work. The blog addresses reader questions ranging from the misuse of adverbs to concerns about the ideological balance of the editorial page.  It’s encouraging and interesting. It reads a lot more like a conversation than a lecture. (19)

At the Oregonian in Portland, reporter Mike Francis has been demonstrating remarkable range in his reporting on the war in Iraq – and the paper’s Iraq Blog is playing a significant role. (20)

Francis broke a major international story about abuse of Iraqi prisoners in Baghdad in August, but he also provides his readers with access to the nuts and bolts of daily life in Iraq for friends and family stationed there.

Among the elements of the blog maintained by Francis and photographer Randy Rasmussen is something called The Nice Section, which conveys birthday and anniversary greetings back and forth between soldiers and their relatives in the Portland area. 

The writing is short, personal, engaging – and transparent. Among other things, the reporter and photographer use the blog to let readers know how they’re doing their jobs on this critical story.
How Should News Organizations Handle Blogs?

News organizations are still wrestling with the most effective ways to handle blogs, some produced by staff members as part of their jobs, others by staff members who are writing on their own time.

Blogging-by-journalists has caused some problems for individuals and companies alike. (21) 
Reporter Daniel P. Finney was suspended from – and then quit – his job at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch after his bosses discovered he was trashing the internal workings of the paper, among other things, on a blog written under a pen name. (22)

C. Max Magee, a journalism graduate student at Medill, reported in a unpublished paper last year that, among papers that have begun anticipating electronic issues, most of them “typically address one of two concerns: credibility or competition.”

He added:  “The New York Times’ policy, for example, falls into the first category: “staff members who establish their own sites on the World Wide Web must insure that their online conduct conforms to [New York Times] guidelines;” while the Chicago Tribune’s policy falls into the second: “a personal Web site of almost any nature could be seen as competition to Tribune’s various online offerings, so proposals must be examined closely before permission is granted.” 

Magee noted that many news organizations base their codes on one adopted by the  Society of Professional Journalists. Among the sections most relevant to bloggers are those requiring staffers to “avoid conflicts of interest real or perceived,” and to “remain free of associations and activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility.”  (23)

The principle of independence, which undergirds such provisions, raises interesting questions for journalists and bloggers. And it gets us back to the transparency issue again.
Different Standards for Different Content

Many, probably most, news organizations, lack standards that address the specifics of blogging. At Poynter, we ask staffers and contributors who blog to do so within the framework of our ethics guidelines.  We address specific issues and questions, e.g., how and why various blogs are subject to different editing standards than other Poynter material, in a Frequently Asked Questions document attached to the ethics guidelines. (24, 25)

In an e-mail exchange Jan. 9 about blogs at the Oregonian, the paper’s public editor, Michael Arietta-Walden, wrote: “We have not developed clear standards yet. We have only had three blogs. Mine was the first, followed by our reporters in Iraq and a new one by our Sports columnist.”

The lack of standards does not appear to have caused significant problems for the paper so far.

Says Scott Nelson, who edits the Iraq blog: “I have the authority and ability to edit the Iraq blog, but rarely do. I generally backread once they're already posted, looking for fact errors. What I don't want to do is take Mike's or Randy's idiosyncrasies out of the blog. The beauty of the blog, as opposed to the newspaper, is that it's individual and quirky and sometimes hastily done. We're not trying to recreate the newspaper there, but allow it to be something more fresh and distinctly its own. That, of course, requires a higher level of trust between editor and reporter than is true of the regular paper.” (26)

Interestingly, however, the lack of specific blogging standards may be a factor in limiting the effectiveness of the public editor’s blog. (27)

Said Arrieta-Walden: “In terms of my blog, I have found it onerous to keep up because I have applied essentially the same standards to what I post as I do to the column I write in the Sunday paper. That means I am certain about the accuracy of everything posted and I have vetted what others tell me. I actually have found myself to be more conservative in terms of the blog, in part because it does not go through as many editors as my column does. As a result, I will tend to be quite cautious, which I realize in some ways is the antipathy of blogging.” 

Which links are just helpful? And which should be considered paid advertising?

He also raised a standards-related question about a new blog under consideration: “We have considered starting a blog by our travel writer, but in preliminary discussions realized that that will require much more discussion about the content. For instance, if he describes traveling to a location and listing places to visit, do we provide links to those sites? Or is that considered promotion or advertising?” (28)
At the Boston Globe, Ombudsman Christine Chinlund told us by e-mail: “Blogging has not, to my knowledge, posed any huge problems yet, although I do know of one or two cases in which readers complained (to me) about what a staffer wrote on a blog.

“The Globe's top editors are preparing a new ethics policy that will address blogging. It is expected to say something like this: blogs that appear on the paper's official web site are subject to the newsroom's standards of fairness, taste and legal propriety. If a staff member publishes a personal web page or blog on a site outside our control, the staffer still has a duty to make sure the content is purely personal and avoid topics they cover professionally so as not to invite confusion of roles. The policy will also probably say they may not post any content created for the Globe without obtaining permission.

“The overarching concern, of course, is that staffers don't say or do things while blogging that would compromise their integrity as a print journalist. It's easy to think that what one types online is private, or separate from our daily paper pursuits but, in this day and age, it's all of a piece. The same rules must apply.” (29)

Bloggers and Some of The Guidelines They’ve Established So Far
Controversy about the possible financial implications of various word of mouth marketing initiatives has gotten blogging entrepreneurs Nick Denton and Jason Calacanis talking about ethics guidelines for bloggers.

Calacanis posted a survey Dec. 26, 2004 asking a range of questions about how readers would feel about bloggers “accepting money to blog about a product” under various circumstances – with or without disclosure, for example. The self-selective nature of the survey limits the usefulness of the results, but the questions frame interesting issues about transparency and beyond for bloggers. (30)

Some bloggers have included basic disclosure statements on their sites for some time. Dave Winer, who describes his Scripting News blog as “the longest continually running weblog on the Internet, ” offers a two point guide to integrity as necessary and sufficient: 

“1. Disclose all pertinent information about your interests.

        2. Never state as fact something you know not to be true.”

To hear Winer elaborate on integrity, listen to the podcast he recorded Jan. 13, 2005. He also elaborates, in writing, on the About page of Scripting News. (31)

Rebecca Blood, another long-time blogger and author of “The Weblog Handbook: Practical Advice on Creating and Maintaining Your Blog”, credits Winer as “the springboard” for her own, somewhat different approach to the issue.  

“Let me propose a radical notion,” she writes in an excerpt from her book posted on her blog, rebecca’s pocket. “The weblog’s greatest strength – its uncensored, unmediated, uncontrolled voice – is also its greatest weakness.” She describes transparency as the characteristic common to each of her standards, adopting Winer’s first and adding five more: (31a)

“1. Publish as fact only that which you believe to be true.

  2. If material exists online, link to it when you reference it.

  3. Publicly correct any misinformation.

  4. Write each entry as if it could not be changed; add to, but do not rewrite or delete, any entry.

  5. Note questionable and biased sources.” (32)

(CORRECTION January 21, 2005: The section above about Rebecca Blood’s view of blog ethics has been corrected in two respects. The original version incorrectly reported that the excerpt was posted to her blog. In fact, the excerpt is from her book, which was posted to her blog. In addition, the original report incorrectly reported that Blood adopted two of Winer’s points of integrity and adds four of her own. In fact, she adopts one and adds five of her own.) 

David Weinberger, the author-blogger who challenged the AP’s Mears at the Blogger Breakfast, includes this disclosure statement on his JOHO (Journal of the Hyperlinked Organization) blog.

Instead of listing standards, he takes the narrative approach:

 “No one pays me to write this blog or to say particular things in it. That includes all forms of compensation, including offering to shovel my walk or tell me that I look like I've lost some weight. I don't run ads, no one pays me under the table, and I don't sell JOHO t-shirts or coffee mugs. I don't own stock and the couple of companies I invested in went broke a long time ago, so I've got nothing to tout except the companies and people I'm enthusiastic about. So, what the hell I am spending so much damn time blogging for? Now you've got me all depressed. ..”

He adds: “All I can promise is that I will be honest with you and never write something I don't believe in because someone is paying me as part of a relationship you don't know about. Put differently: All I'll hide are the irrelevancies.” (33)

Do the Right Thing

Wikipedia, the collaborative online encyclopedia, has launched a similarly collaborative news service – Wikinews – and has created a Wikinews:Code of Ethics page where anyone can begin suggesting standards, principles, or guidelines. (34)

There were no entries as of Jan. 14, 2005, but Wiki founder Jimbo Wales, a participant in this conference, has attached a “statement of principles” to his user page that adds some intriguing dimensions to traditional policies and codes. (35, 36)

“This community will continue to live and breathe and grow only so long as those of us who participate in it continue to Do The Right Thing,” Wales says. “Doing The Right Thing takes many forms, but perhaps most central is the preservation of our shared vision for the NPOV (neutral point of view) and for a culture of thoughtful diplomatic honesty.” (37)

Wiki’s NPOV represents a journalistic worldview in itself, of course, but Wales concludes his statement of personal principles more modestly: “Diplomacy consists of combining honesty and politeness. Both are objectively valuable moral principles. Be honest with me, but don’t be mean to me. Don’t misrepresent my views for your own political ends. And I’ll treat you the same way.”

Wikinews is a good example of citizen journalism, which it says “usually involves empowering ordinary citizens -- including traditionally marginalized members of society -- to engage in activities that were previously the domain of professional reporters.” (38)

Roles in Constant Conflict

A more modest – but more fully developed – example comes from Barry Parr, a blogger and veteran web entrepreneur who runs Coastsider, a community blog in Montara, Ca. Parr has developed pretty detailed terms of service, but he notes in an e-mail that he’s still faced with some difficult calls. (39)

“I constantly find that my multiple roles as writer/editor/publisher/ citizen/neighbor are in conflict,” Parr told us.  “I can't hide behind a role or use someone else to cover for me. So I can't say, ‘Sorry, the editor won't let me do that’ or ‘talk to your sales rep’ or ‘maybe Bob should cover that story because the subject is a friend of mine’ or ‘that's the policy. I only work here.’

“I deal with it by being up front with my point of view, writing news stories in the first person, and being as fair and accurate as I can. I don't always get it right and I have to learn from my mistakes.” (40)

One of the most ambitious citizen journalism efforts in the works among newspapers is the Public Square initiative at the Greensboro News & Record.  The plan follows a  request from the paper’s editor, John Robinson, for advice from the local and blogging communities on how to improve the paper. (41, 42)

The paper’s plans – which include extensive blogging by staff and contributors --  have been warmly received by the blogosphere. One skeptic is Dan Kennedy, media critic for the Boston Phoenix, who describes the plan as “an interesting idea that a few people will love” but that most won’t have time for. He also raised objections to one of the ideas under discussion: “a permanent bio page for each full-time reporter and editor, with photo, contact info, background, political & religious affiliation.”
Said Kennedy: “I'm not sure that I'd work for a place that forced me to post my political and religious affiliations. You're asking journalists to give up a lot of privacy for the privilege of working long hours for little pay.” 

Jay Rosen, the PRESSthink blogger who has been an enthusiastic supporter of the Greensboro plans, challenged Kennedy’s assumptions about reader reaction but acknowledged his point about the bio page.

Rosen said he agrees that “listing religious and political ‘affiliations’ in the cause of transparency is going to be a lot harder than many champions of that policy think. There are rights issues there.” (43)

He proposed a middle ground relevant to our discussion of transparency: "Begin experimenting with transparency by asking staffers to explain 'who they are, where they've been and where they're coming from,' but limiting it to those willing to disclose."

Principles, Process, Person

One way to think about Rosen’s recommendation is to provide transparency in three key areas -- the principles you hold, the processes you follow, the person you are. 

Just as other conventions (ABOUT, CONTACT ME, etc.) have proven useful to readers of blogs, so, too, might wider use of a declaration of the principles, the process, and the person behind the blog. Many such statements exist in various forms already, but we invite readers and conference participants to consider possibilities for improvement.

Such a declaration might list the principle of accuracy, for example, or respect (or honesty or politeness, as Jimbo Wales puts it). To uphold accuracy, you might describe how you do your fact checking – or how you handle rumors.

Each of us will decide the level of transparency we’re willing to provide, placing ourselves somewhere along the spectrum between, say, Walter Mears, near one end and, at the other, believers in radical transparency. (44)

As we said at the outset, though, transparency is just the starting point.

Disclosure in all three areas – principles and processes as well as the personal – can help you move beyond transparency to accountability. That means not simply the disclosure of personal information you’re willing to share, but the justification of your actions that comes with discussion of principles you uphold and processes you follow on your blog.

If you have any doubts about whether such an approach is building trust with your readers/contributors, you can always slap a mailto into your page and borrow (or adapt) the  kicker David Weinberger uses at the end of his disclosure page: (45)

“If you don't like this or disagree, let me know.” (46)
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