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ABSTRACT 

 

This study discusses ethical dilemmas that journalists face when they transition 

from journalistic feature writing to narrative literary journalism and the written and 

unwritten ethical codes they use to guide them through ethical dilemmas.   

The Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics doesn’t provide adequate 

guidelines for narrative literary journalists. Narrative literary journalists must use 

different methods than news journalists to gather information for their stories, which 

present them with different ethical dilemmas than conventional journalists face.  

Therefore, a different professional code for narrative journalists is needed to help guide 

them.   

This study explores how five experienced narrative journalists have developed an 

internal moral code based on virtue ethics and existential journalism.  This code comes 

from their professional and personal experiences as well as from their professional, and 

personal mentors.  Although they do not rely on a written professional code, there is a 

need for a written code to help them resolve some of their ethical challenges and to guide 

inexperienced narrative journalists.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Many journalists face moral dilemmas.  Although the ethical guidelines for 

conventional journalism have been detailed in the Society of Professional Journalists 

Code of Ethics (SPJ), journalists who transition into narrative literary journalism 

encounter ethical situations that require a different set of guidelines not included in the 

Code. The purpose of this study is to discuss ethical dilemmas that journalists face when 

they transition from journalistic feature writing to narrative literary journalism and the 

written and unwritten ethical codes they use to guide them through ethical dilemmas.   

Although narrative literary journalism has been around for a longer time than the 

modern newspaper style that became widely used during the 20th century, the most 

referenced professional code of ethics doesn’t provide adequate guidelines for narrative 

literary journalists. Narrative literary journalists must use different methods than news 

journalists to gather information for their stories such as extended observation of sources 

and immersion into the lives of their sources.  These methods create ethical dilemmas 

different from those faced by news journalists, but the SPJ Code of Ethic does not 

provide guidelines specific to research methods used by narrative literary journalists.  

As a newspaper feature writer, Lane DeGregory of the Tampa Bay Times, tackles 

many subjects with very little conflict about how to handle ethical situations that arise as 

she gathers information for conventional newspaper feature stories.  Her employer’s code 
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of conduct along with the SPJ’s Code of Ethics provides principles that guide her as she 

practices conventional feature writing.  However, because of many differences in the 

involvement and engagement process, those guidelines do not provide the same 

assistance when she practices narrative literary journalism.  DeGregory (2008) 

encountered this as she gathered information for her Pulitzer Prize-winning story, “The 

Girl in the Window”.  

Danielle was an 8-year-old, severely neglected child when agents of the Florida 

Department for Children and Families found her in a seemingly abandoned house sitting 

on a filthy mattress in the garage.  The garage door was partially opened, and it reeked 

with the smell of feces and urine.  When authorities found Danielle, she was covered with 

insect bites, sores, a rash, and her hair was matted with lice.  The floor was so full of 

roaches, it appeared to be moving. She wore only a swollen diaper, and lying near her 

was a 4-foot pile of dirty diapers (DeGregory, 2008).  Danielle’s body showed a severe 

state of malnutrition.  She appeared close to death.  She wasn’t potty-trained, couldn’t 

walk or speak nor did she make eye contact with anyone.  Her eyes seemed to reflect only 

emptiness.   

DeGregory learned that many months before agents found Danielle abandoned in 

the ill-kept house, her biological mother had left her in the house supposedly in the care 

of one of her older brothers, but it was learned during the investigation that he would 

only check on her periodically.  Danielle’s mother rarely visited the house—she had not 

been there for months.  She seemed indifferent when she was told that the brother wasn’t 

caring for Danielle. (DeGregory, 2008; personal communication, September 25, 2011).  
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Lane DeGregory won the Pulitzer Prize in 2008 for Feature Writing with this 

three-part feature story about Danielle, a feral child.  She spent six months of weekends 

observing and interviewing the Lierows, the family who adopted Danielle.   

When DeGregory decided to write this nontraditional newspaper story for the 

Tampa Bay Times, she said that she did not realize the story would involve so many 

complexities.  The time she had been allotted to investigate this story did not allow her to 

research nor report the issue completely.  She felt it deserved more investigation, 

observation, and in-depth reporting in order to present it accurately and with the 

necessary authenticity.  This is something that many narrative journalists who work for 

newspapers said they face often when dealing with subjects such as this that demand 

extensive time to gather the facts necessary to present an accurate, complete, honest, and 

fair story.  

As DeGregory learned more about the adopted feral child Danielle’s condition, 

she faced additional ethical dilemmas before each interview and new development in the 

story, especially when she prepared to interview Danielle’s birth mother and conducted 

the subsequent interview (personal communication, September 25, 2011).  The Tampa 

Bay Times’ reporters had been directed to follow the company’s ethical procedures as 

well as the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics, but DeGregory said 

these were dilemmas that presented her with different challenges from those she 

encountered in writing shorter feature and news stories. Throughout the six months spent 

with the family, she had to consult with her editors more than usual about how she would 

handle ethical dilemmas.  Her editors helped her make those ethical decisions easier, but 
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there was at least one dilemma that caused her to move outside of conventional ethical 

standards.  DeGregory decided to cross over into the role of narrative journalist to 

accomplish an aspect of the story that she couldn’t get otherwise (DeGregory, personal 

communication, September 25, 2011).  

The dilemma happened as she investigated one of her hunches about the family 

by spending a night in the family’s home.  Previously, DeGregory’s time spent with the 

family on weekends had mainly resulted in positive impressions about the family 

dynamics, but she said “something wasn’t right”—the family couldn’t be that perfect.  

During a tour of the house that evening, DeGregory realized there were only two 

bedrooms--one where the parents slept and one where Danielle slept.  She asked their 

pre-teen son “where is your room; where do you sleep?”  The son led her to the basement 

and showed her a small bed in front of the washing machine and told her that was where 

he slept.  DeGregory asked him how he liked it.  He replied that it was “OK because 

Danielle needed his bedroom more than he needed it” (DeGregory, personal 

communication, September 25, 2011). .  

 As he spoke, DeGregory said he looked at the floor, and his words didn’t seem to 

be the words a child would have said without hearing them repeatedly from adults.  She 

had found the family flaw, and by interviewing the son and parents more, it became clear 

the parents were giving much more attention to Danielle, their adopted child, than to their 

biological son.  They were treating him more as an adult than an 11-year-old boy.   

Once she discovered the flaw, DeGregory wanted to spend more time 

investigating deeper, but time constraints and the newspaper’s ethical guidelines limited 
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the depth of truth she could divulge in the publication. She struggled with how to 

ethically handle writing details about the family flaw. Instead, she had to piece together 

only superficial “truths” of the story when she was on the brink of discovering deeper 

insights into the adoptive family’s dynamics and motivations (DeGregory, personal 

communication, September 21, 2011).   This is the type of constraint that many narrative 

journalists said led them into writing non-fiction books, and/or move from newspaper 

work into magazine writing.  

In exploring ethical dilemmas faced by these journalists, this study discusses and 

defines conventional moral norms of journalism, and their inadequacy in addressing the 

moral dilemmas created by literary journalism practice.  It includes a discussion about the 

rise of literary journalism to become its own genre; a discussion of the criticisms of 

literary journalism, and a discussion of ethical theory framework that informs journalists.   

The participants involved in this study are newspaper journalists who either 

practice narrative literary journalism and conventional journalism simultaneously such as 

DeGregory, or they have become narrative journalists after practicing conventional news 

journalism. These journalists are well acquainted with the ethical practices of 

conventional journalism and the most widely used professional ethics code, but they are 

sometimes conflicted about ethical decisions when they experience the different ethical 

conflicts that arise when practicing narrative literary journalism.  Many times, they 

cannot depend on the conduct code provided by their employer or the Society of 

Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics.  As narrative literary journalists, they 

become immersed in their sources’ lives, and they are able to uncover multiple layers of 
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information; of truth that typically goes unreported by journalists adhering to feature 

writing standards.  Some narrative journalists say they must transcend the usual ethical 

standards at times to disclose crucial facts; some discovered through intimate events they 

observe essential to providing truth to the public (Pitzer, 2011).  

This study:  1) Identifies the types of ethical dilemmas that journalists experience 

that are in conflict with the Society of Professional (SPJ) Code of Ethics; 2) Explores the 

conventional ethical guidelines employed by journalists as they practice journalistic 

feature writing and literary journalism; and finally 3) Explores the need for specific 

ethical guidelines for narrative literary journalists.  

Many of the ethical dilemmas that journalists encounter seem to occur because of 

the over-arching concept of objectivity that is the contemporary standard for guiding the 

practice of journalistic news and feature writing.  DeGregory shares these ethical 

struggles with other journalists such as Ted Conover, Calvin Trillian, and Leon Dash.  As 

a journalist investigates an issue, he or she uncovers aspects that are explained more 

thoroughly when the journalist is allowed to rely on his or her life experience as well as 

journalism professional standards and experience.  Objectivity tends to limit the journalist 

in adequately presenting all the facts and nuances of an issue. There are many obtuse 

details that journalists observe as they gather facts, and these facts can be crucial to the 

story.  In order to adequately inform the public concerning these issues, the journalist 

must be allowed to include those subtle observations as well as the apparent facts.   

Narrative literary journalist Ted Conover, a Pulitzer-Prize finalist, (Boynton, 

2005) said all journalism involves ethical dilemmas because of the process of the 
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journalist making someone else’s story his or her own.  He explained that when a 

journalist makes a story his or hers, the source (s) may not necessarily agree with how 

that story is told, therefore a source accuses the journalist of biased writing, which 

perpetuates the stigma that anything labeled journalistic must be written from a strictly 

objective standpoint. This dilemma conflicts with many journalists’ personal and 

professional standards that demand they follow their conscience about reporting all facts 

and observations.  Conover added that journalistic ethical dilemmas range in degree and 

kind depending on the type of reporting necessary to cover the story topic.  These 

dilemmas can be traced to the objectivity problem.   

Most ethical dilemmas encountered in news reporting are of a small degree 

guided by specific professional codes of ethics.  Those dilemmas considered of a small-

degree deal with situations such as whether to accept a free gift, event tickets, or travel 

junkets from a source.  The Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) code and many 

journalistic media organizations’ codes prohibit accepting free gifts and junkets because 

of the potential appearance of future bias toward the source or because it creates a 

conflict of interest (See Appendix A).  Although this is defined clearly in the code, many 

journalists fear that refusing a free gift will result in an uncooperative source or a lost 

one, so this presents them with a potential dilemma concerning the ability to find 

credible, helpful sources for a story.  Another small-degree dilemma involves a journalist 

covering a story about something he or she has a connection to personally such as a 

political, social, or religious organization and/or issue.  Conventional journalism 
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standards view a reporter’s personal connection with an issue as a negation his or her 

ability to treat the topic objectively. 

The Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code clearly considers this against 

the “Act Independently” tenet, so many journalists are faced with either releasing a 

potentially big story to a colleague or withdrawing his or her participation with the 

organization and/or issue.  Karen Borta, a CBS-11 news anchor in the Dallas-Fort Worth, 

Texas area, takes extra care to follow this guideline.  Borta said that she prevents her 

political ideology from becoming a conflict of interest by not allowing anyone, even her 

spouse, to know what political party, ideology or politicians she supports (Borta, personal 

communication, October, 2011).   

For conventional journalists, these types of moral dilemmas are dealt with fairly 

easily mainly because specific guidelines are provided through professional codes. 

However, narrative literary journalists face more complex, larger-degree, ethical 

dilemmas than feature writers because of their story topics and reporting methods. While 

typical feature story topics include profiles of military heroes and local superstars, 

narrative literary journalists tackle topics that deeply affect society such as the connection 

between serial rapists and acquaintance rape and the prison system crisis.     

 Conover (Boynton, 2005) said that matters of “great” social importance require 

engaging in undercover and/or immersion reporting, which come with a different degree 

of ethical dilemmas than news reporting. Journalists have to determine how they will 

handle these kinds of dilemmas when reporting as a narrative literary journalist 

particularly—ones that many times include not disclosing the actual names of those 
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subjects who are unaware that the journalist is undercover (pp.  17-18). The very nature 

of these stories demand the journalist’s involvement in the story, and the moral 

implications tend to be magnified depending on the situation, the topic and/or the 

journalist.   

Revealing sources’ names with very few exceptions was a mainstay of objective 

journalistic writing for most of the 20th century and has continued into the 21st century. 

Conover (Boynton, 2005) encountered this dilemma while doing research through 

undercover/immersion reporting for Newjack, which delved into the U.S. prison system 

crisis in the late 20th century.  He said that he considered revealing the name of someone 

who confided to him while he was undercover as an ethical faux pas.  This ethical 

decision is an example of one that reporters do not typically encounter because they are 

directed by the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics and/or their 

employer’s code of conduct.  Those codes require journalists to reveal the accurate names 

of most sources, but narrative literary journalists do not have the option of a professional 

code to guide those decisions.  

Narrative literary journalist Calvin Trillian (Boynton, 2005) described an ethical 

dilemma similar to the one that Conover faced—the dilemma about when to reveal the 

names of sources.  This was decided for him in his work as a conventional journalist for 

Time news magazine, but when he became a narrative literary journalist with The New 

Yorker, Trillian decided that he would do what was necessary to get the information for 

his stories: “I am more interested in information than in using someone’s name” (p. 392).  
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Trillian said he developed a set of ethical guidelines in order to deal with other dilemmas 

he faced while engaged in literary journalism.  

Much like Trillian, Leon Dash (Boynton, 2005) did not encounter difficult ethical 

dilemmas that weren’t covered by a specific code of ethics in his conventional journalist 

role with The Washington Post. Dash said deeper dilemmas emerged when he began 

reporting as a narrative literary journalist. One such situation occurred as he dealt with 

one of the main characters in “Drugs in the Ranks: Getting High in D.C. Jail”, his series 

about out-of-control drug abuse by prison guards in the Washington, D. C. jail system.  

His source asked him for money and other items frequently, which presented him with a 

dilemma.  Should he make sure to keep the source by providing some money or follow 

his values?  Like other narrative literary journalists, Dash did not have a professional 

code of ethics to assist him specifically with this situation.  He had already spent a 

substantial amount of time with the source and did not want to lose that time.  Dash said 

he set some strict ethical ground rules before he began reporting, but he had trouble 

adhering to those rules at times when he needed deeper information from the characters 

in order to go further in his reporting and research process for the story.  These ground 

rules helped him resolve the dilemma—he did not give the source any money or items 

that could not be obtained legally in the jail. 

 Gene Weingarten, a two-time Pulitzer-Prize winner, encountered an ethical 

dilemma when he pursued a story near the 2004 presidential election about people who 

don’t vote (Pitzer, 2011).  The Washington Post narrative literary journalist said that he 

built good enough rapport with one of his sources to write what he called a “B-minus” 
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story, but that was not his goal.  He knew there was a gold-mine of information just 

below the surface waiting to be discovered.  As he dug for the treasured information, his 

dilemma appeared in the form of an illegal act strictly prohibited by his employer.  

During an in-depth interview, suddenly the source stopped sharing and asked Weingarten 

to share a hashish pipe with him. Weingarten said although he knew his employer’s rules, 

he also knew he could handle a few puffs and be able to continue mining for deeper, 

richer information from the source.  He did partake and uncovered richer information 

than he had expected from the source.  He said that by becoming “a pal”, the story 

became an “A-plus” with that information. Weingarten said he made this decision in 

order to build more trust with the source. 

Before narrative literary journalists delve deeply into a source’s life, he or she 

typically spends a lot of time building trust, which encourages the source to share 

intimate details.  As trust is built, many sources tend to view the journalist as a family 

member or close friend.  They forget that the journalist is there to gather information; to 

do a job.  Award-winning narrative literary journalist Janet Malcolm (1990) said that 

sources become seduced into sharing their most intimate experiences with journalists, and 

then some feel betrayed when those details appear in print.  “The disparity between what 

seems to be the intention of an interview as it is taking place and what it actually turns 

out to have been in aid of always comes as a shock to the subject” (p. 4).  Many narrative 

literary journalists struggle with this fact—the ethical dilemmas caused by the immersion, 

in-depth interviewing method.  
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Susan Orlean, an award-winning narrative literary journalist, usually spends years 

immersed with her sources, engaging in-depth interviews and observations. She said that 

she frequently struggles with how many intimate details about her sources should be 

revealed in her stories.  During the July 2013 Mayborn School of Journalism’s literary 

non-fiction writers conference, Orlean could not refer to any professional code she 

consults because there isn’t one that provides adequate guidelines for narrative literary 

journalists. She told conference attendees that literary journalists need to follow their 

conscience--they have to set their own “moral compass”.   

 In examining how narrative literary journalists deal with ethical dilemmas and set 

their “moral compass”, in Chapter II, this study provides a definition of conventional and 

narrative literary journalism in the United States of America.  It discusses the rise of 

narrative literary journalism, its many names, and criticism of the genre.  It also includes 

a brief history/evolution of journalistic writing and a discussion of the concept of 

objectivity as well as a discussion of ethics codes and ethical theory.   

Chapter III provides details concerning the Grounded Theory methodology used 

to guide this study, and Chapter IV examines the interview data gleaned from the study’s 

participants concerning the ethical dilemmas they encountered and what guides their 

decision-making process used to resolve those dilemmas.   

In Chapter V, the findings of this study concerning ethical dilemmas faced by 

narrative journalists and ethics codes used to guide those is discussed.  These findings are 

followed by the concluding discussion of the need for a code specific to narrative 

journalists.     
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The literature concerning conventional journalists and ethics is rich, but literature 

is not as abundant concerning ethical dilemmas that journalists experience when 

practicing narrative literary journalism. This study expands the established research in 

this area.  The literature review includes a definition of American conventional and 

narrative literary journalism, a brief discussion of American journalistic writing history, 

the rise of narrative literary journalism, ethics codes, ethical theory, the issue of 

objectivity, and the components of journalism that create ethical dilemmas when 

journalists cross the lines between conventional journalism norms and narrative literary 

journalism.   

 

Conventional Journalism Defined 

The definitions of conventional journalists and journalism have become widely 

accepted by the public and nearly all scholars despite their specific field of research, but 

they differ in their definitions about what constitutes a journalist.  Jay Rosen (1999) 

focuses his research on new media, yet he provided a fairly straight-forward definition of 

conventional journalists:  

Journalists give timely information about matters of common importance. They 

entertain and enlighten us with compelling stories.  They act as our surrogate or 
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watchdog before the high and mighty; asking sharp questions and demanding 

straight answers; they expose wrong doing and the abuse of public trust; and they 

put before us a range of views through opinion forums marked as such. They 

uphold the public’s right to know; a spirit of openness and honesty in the conduct 

of public business, the free flow of information and ideas along with truthfulness, 

accuracy, balance and fair play in the news (p. 282).  

 

In his book, The Sociology of News, journalism historian Michael Schudson 

(2011) describes the purpose of journalism as a practice that should stimulate debate 

about political, social, and cultural matters by providing continuous, accurate information 

about issues central in those areas of society.  He further defines journalism as “the 

business or practice of regularly producing and disseminating information about 

contemporary affairs of public interest and importance” (p. 3).  Schudson contended that 

journalists are responsible in their practice of journalism for regulating a lot of what 

society learns about their world, which is vital to our democratic system.   

Although this definition is accepted among most scholars and career journalists, 

many disagree with how to achieve the defined characteristics and values that define 

journalism and journalists practice of it (Kallan, 1975; Altschull, 1984; Hackett, 1984; 

Koch, 1990; Rosen, 1993,1999; Schudson & Tifft, 2005; Zelizer, 2005; Marvin & Meyer, 

2005; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007;).  For more than a century, most conventional 

journalists have emphasized that the concept of objectivity should remain as the standard 

structure for journalistic articles in order to protect journalism values and achieve its 



                                 Kim Elizabeth Pewitt Jones, Texas Tech University, December 2014  
 

15 
 
 

goals.  However, narrative literary journalists and many scholars agree that these goals 

cannot be realized without journalists reaching beyond the limitations of objectivity 

(Kallan, 1975; Mindich, 1978; Altschull, 1984; Hackett, 1984; Koch, 1990; Rosen, 1993; 

Ryan, 2001; Kaplan, 2002; Ward, 2004).   

Zelizer (2005) argued that many journalists and journalism scholars differ or they 

think about journalism differently and arrive at their definition of it through different 

pathways.  She said that the early connotation of a journalist was a person who 

maintained a methodical public record of events and issues during a certain time period—

a definition fitting with the societal environment during the early period of American 

journalism.  Today, she contends that the term denotes someone with many skills 

involved in gathering and reporting news such as writing, broadcasting, editing, 

photography, blogging, producing, publishing, and new technology methods.  Zelizer 

said that the term journalist now also denotes that of an “information-provider” possibly 

diminishing the other definitions because of the late 20th century emphasis on the term 

“communication” in academic programs (p. 67).   

In defining American journalism, Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) incorporated 

many of the same elements provided in Rosen’s definition (1999).  They argued that 

conventional journalists agree that all journalists including narrative literary journalists 

should possess and adhere to some basic values.  Those begin with the primary purpose 

of journalism:  “to provide people with the information they need to be free and self-

governing” (p. 5).  Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) provided a detailed explanation of 10 

elements used by journalists to accomplish the primary purpose of journalism--to present 
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truth.  They explained that these 10 values have also remained the same no matter how 

societal or technological changes have affected journalism.  The other elements of 

journalism as identified by Kovach and Rosenstiel are:  

o A commitment to verification 

o Remaining independent from sources  

o Keeping an independent watch on those in power 

o Maintaining fidelity to citizens 

o Recognizing that citizens have rights and responsibilities concerning news 

o An obligation to make important issues and events interesting and relevant 

o  The commitment to provide open opportunities for public criticism, 

debate and cooperation 

o Keeping news broad and balanced 

o The responsibility to follow their instincts and conscience 

 

  These elements resemble the principles of the Society of Professional 

Journalists’ Code of Ethics (SPJ), one of the most widely used professional journalistic 

guidelines of the 20th century and today.  In their definition of journalism, Kovach and 

Rosenstiel (2007) also included provisions for journalists to go beyond the limitations of 

objectivity to reach their communication goals—to follow their conscience as they pursue 

a story.  This is what narrative literary journalists also believe is essential to adequately 

tell the story.  
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Marvin and Meyer (2005) expanded on the idea of conscience—one that heavily 

considers the moral aspects.  They defined American journalism as a moral foundation; a 

“spiritual vocation with the task of combating worldly evils that threaten the democratic 

spirit” (p. 400).  Similar to Kovach and Rosenstiel’s explanation (2007), Marvin and 

Meyer identified specific elements that define journalism in their discussion concerning 

what type of journalism the public needs. Their discussion included elements such as 

trust and attention, which narrative literary journalists contend are high among their 

goals.  In order to achieve their goals, they must employ different methods than 

conventional feature writers; methods that do not always include the same definition of 

arriving at those goals.  

In their explanation of the trust element, Marvin and Meyer (2005) argued that 

this trustworthiness belongs not to the Christian concept of salvation through grace but to 

the concept of journalists’ professional standards achieved through works.  These works 

must include ones that will keep journalists persistently striving to acquire better skills in 

every area of their work, which pertains to the attention element.  The authors insisted 

that the public needs a journalism that conveys news on more than one level and dispels 

the traditional concept of a “passive citizenry” (p. 407).  Scholars such as Marvin and 

Meyer argued that the ethical concept of objectivity contributes to a passive citizenry. 

 

Narrative Literary Journalism Defined 

Most narrative literary journalists argue that they are concerned with the same 

standards and values that conventional journalists are, but one of the main differences 
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between the two genres is that narrative literary journalists’ writings involve more 

obvious subjectivity in telling the story than conventional journalists. This is mainly 

dictated by the amount of time spent in observation of and immersion into the essence of 

their subjects’ lives.  They view the use of subjectivity as essential to telling the story 

accurately and authentically (Wolfe, 1973; Sims, 1984; Sims & Kramer, 1995; Connery, 

1992; Hartsock, 2000; Boynton, 2005).  

Franklin (1987) explained this difference between narrative literary and 

conventional journalists, “As literary journalists immerse themselves deeply into the lives 

of their human subjects and delve into their subjects’ minds, the story imposes itself on 

the journalist” (p. 12).  For the story to impose itself on a journalist, he or she must 

become deeply involved in the story.   

This insertion of subjectivity in literary journalist’s articles has been one of the 

main causes of criticism (Lounsberry; 1990; Connery, 1992; Hartsock, 2000) concerning 

this writing genre particularly since the 1960s and 1970s surge of literary journalism that 

Wolfe (1973) called New Journalism. 

New Journalism placed great importance on observation—of “being there” to 

witness drama, dialogue, facial expressions, and gestures as well as other details of the 

subject’s environment.  Wolfe (1973) said the writers’ focused on providing the “full 

objective description, plus something that readers had always had to go to novels and 

short stories for: Namely, the subjective or emotional life of the characters” (p. 21).  He 

explained that writers of the New Journalism used unconventional methods and 

techniques to go outside the restrictions of conventional journalism.  
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These techniques required New Journalists to commit more time in order to 

plunge deeper into an issue’s details than the time commitment of traditional reporters.  

Wolfe (1973) argued that only by using a deeper-reporting technique could journalists 

present a truer, complete account of nonfictional issues using literary techniques such as 

“whole scenes, extended dialogue, point-of-view, and interior monologue” (pgs. 20-21).  

He summarized New Journalism as the combination of conventional fact-gathering 

practices and the story-telling accuracy techniques of fiction.  

Although most narrative literary journalism historians and scholars agree with 

Wolfe’s description of the elements that characterize narrative literary journalism, they 

tend to define it in slightly different ways.  During the New Journalism era, Murphy 

(1974) defined it as “an artistic, creative, literary reporting form with three basic traits: 

dramatic literary techniques, intensive reporting, and reporting of generally 

acknowledged subjectivity” (p. 16). Johnson (1971) said that what New Journalists were 

practicing was: 

…reportorial journalism as a literary and personal art form with the power to 

perceive, analyze, and communicate the significance of cultural processes in a 

new unofficial and counter environmental way that could re-educate a public 

hypnotized by the rhetorical lens of conventional journalism (p. 136).  

 

Berner (1986) described narrative literary journalism as news stories that 

incorporated techniques found in literature such as drama, narrative story-telling, scene-

setting, subjectivity and chronological order, whereas Many (1992) described it as a more 
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complex genre—a form of journalistic communication that has similar goals to literary 

writing–artistic or moral goals.  He suggested that narrative literary journalism could be 

best described through its classic examples, such as Wolfe’s Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-

Flake Streamline Baby and Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test; John McPhee’s Travels in 

Georgia; and other such works as published in Sims (1984).   

In Connery’s Sourcebook of American Literary Journalism (1992), he described 

narrative literary journalism as “distinguishable from most mainstream journalism by 

virtue of what was conveyed, not just by how it was conveyed.  It is distinguishable from 

fiction by virtue of its actuality” (p. xiv).  He summarized it as a genre of nonfiction that 

uses confirmable information to shape a story through narrative literary techniques 

typically found in fiction writing.  Connery said that literary journalism sparked topics 

that presented in-depth interpretations about society and people portrayed in the stories.  

In Sims’ anthology of literary journalists (1984), he described narrative literary 

journalism as “unlike standard journalism, literary journalism demands immersion in 

complex, difficult subjects” (p. 3).   Sims (Sims and Kramer, 1995), considered one of the 

few literary journalism historians, further defined literary journalism as “an exciting and 

creative genre” one that is characteristic of “immersion reporting and narrative 

techniques” and that “frees the voice of the writer” while employing “high standards of 

accuracy” (p. 3).  He added that narrative literary journalists tend to focus on telling 

stories about ordinary people and everyday events that reveal previously unseen patterns 

in society that are as exciting as those stories that make front–page headlines in 

newspapers.   
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The Many Names of Literary Journalism 

Most scholars of narrative literary journalism refer to Tom Wolfe as one of the 

most recognized 20th century literary journalists (Berner, 1986; Franklin, 1987; Many, 

1992; Sims & Kramer, 1995; Hartsock, 2000; Boynton, 2005).  He has been credited with 

coining the term New Journalism to refer to the literary journalism of the 1960s and 

1970s.  Although Tom Wolfe popularized the term New Journalism in the 1960s and 

1970s, he said he does not know where the term came from and found the term 

problematic (Wolfe, 1973).  “To tell the truth, I’ve never liked the term [New 

Journalism].  Any movement, group, party, program, philosophy, or theory that goes 

under a name with “New” in it is just begging for trouble” (p. 23).   

Some other scholars agree with Wolfe that the term is problematic.  Hough (1975) 

said that what was being called New Journalism wasn’t new.  He saw it as a new natural 

phase in journalistic history and methods—as a new genre that could trace its roots back 

to identifiable journalistic forefathers.  Mark Kramer (Sims & Kramer, 1995) said the 

term “has fallen out of use because the genre wasn’t really an alternative to some old 

journalism, and wasn’t really new” (p. 21).   He views the term literary journalism as 

“roughly accurate” but as a “duller term” because it tends to conceal the creative, 

“inventiveness” of the form (p. 21).  Kramer explained that “the paired words cancel each 

other’s vices and describe the sort of nonfiction in which arts of style and narrative 

construction long associated with fiction help pierce to the quick of what’s happening—

the essence of journalism” (p. 21).   
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Harsh criticism about the term and the characteristics of New Journalism ensued 

for several years mainly because narrative literary journalists such as Hunter Thompson 

(Rooney, 2010) indulged in some questionable literary journalism techniques. 

MacDonald (1965) one of the harshest critics of New Journalism called it 

parajournalism—news articles that contain obvious subjectivity in direct conflict with the 

objectivity norm of conventional journalistic reporting. This criticism resulted in less 

frequent use of the term New Journalism and other phrases emerged for the genre.  

Phrases such as narrative nonfiction, narrative literary journalism, creative nonfiction and 

intimate journalism have been used to describe this genre, but literary journalism is one 

of the more popular terms for it (Sims, 1984; Berner, 1986; Franklin, 1987; Connery, 

1992; Harvey, 1994; Sims & Kramer, 1995; Many, 1996; Hartsock, 2000; Boynton, 

2005). 

Narrative literary journalism historian John Hartsock (2000) preferred the term 

narrative literary journalism as the best label to describe the genre. He finds this as the 

best term mainly because the majority of writers involved in the genre are professional 

journalists and because this genre of nonfiction writing is known for its narrative form. 

Hartsock considers narrative as an essential term to define this form of writing because 

the majority of the works in this genre are written in the narrative style.  Much of the 

literature about this genre refers to it as literary journalism and/or narrative literary 

journalism, narrative journalism, or narrative nonfiction.  All of these names are just a 

part of the rich history of journalism in the United States as the writing form evolved into 

a distinct writing genre.   
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A Brief History of Journalistic Writing  

Many scholars traced the roots of American journalism to the 18th century as 

people shared shipping information and gossip from other countries when they traveled 

through the colonies (Sims, 1984; Connery, 1992; Many, 1992; Hartsock, 2000; 

Schudson and Tifft, 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007).  The information was recorded 

in log books located in public houses, coffeehouses, and pubs.  Printers gathered these 

shared records of news and printed them in what became known as newsletters, bulletins, 

and later as these evolved into newspapers.  Many business owners who were also 

printers are credited with launching the news industry. As news gathering evolved during 

this century, many of these business owners combined their printing business with 

reporting and writing, and some eventually became early journalists.  (Sims, 1984; 

Connery, 1992; Many, 1992; Hartsock, 2000; Schudson and Tifft, 2005; Kovach and 

Rosenstiel, 2007).   

During the early years of American journalism, newspaper content was written 

much differently than the objective news writing that dominated much of the 20th 

century. Most of the early newspaper content was essays focused on societal issues, and 

correspondence from abroad, such as letters, political bulletins, and editorials, all of 

which appeared in literary writing style.  In the 1700s, most newspapers resembled a 

newsletter or journal form and supported the governing British authorities’ political and 

social agenda.  These newspapers’ content also expressed the political and/or social 

views of the newspaper owner/publisher.  In the years close to the Revolutionary War, 
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many printers who were against the British government, published content in their 

newspapers that supported the Patriot agenda.  Much of the content in newspapers 

through the end of the 18th century was overtly opinionated and in an essay or straight 

factual form (Williams, 2002; Evensen, 2002; Schudson, 2011).  

  Until the Civil War era, early journalists mainly wrote in chronological order with 

the most important information buried deep in the story.  Some historians argued that 

during the war, the inverted pyramid form of news writing was developed bringing the 

most important facts to the forefront of the story (Evensen, 2002; Vos, 2002; Schudson 

and Tifft, 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007).  As the competition for readers among 

newspapers increased in the 19th century, news began to dominate content, and the 

inverted pyramid became the standard form of news writing near the end of the century to 

become even more dominant in the 20th century.  It was a focus on the scientific method 

of news writing, which emphasized factual newspaper writing in a formulaic-style.  The 

formula required the most important information to be presented at the beginning of the 

story and ordered the other facts by importance with the least important at the end of the 

story.  It called for the stories to be written from an objective standpoint without use of 

literary techniques; just a serious-toned, fact-telling article written concisely.   

Publishers and editors had various reasons to implement this style of writing.  

Many saw it as a solution to the public criticisms of sensationalism in the late 19th and 

early 20th century.  Many also pushed this simpler style of writing in order to reach more 

of the population, many of who were not well-educated (Many, 1992; Evensen, 2002; 
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Vos, 2002; Schudson & Tifft, 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007).  But, many 

journalists resisted the inverted pyramid method. 

  This scientific, formulaic, uninspired type of writing frustrated many journalists 

who objected to the limitations on their previously more creative, literary writing style.  It 

also initiated a change in the journalist’s position from participant to observer. This 

writing style became popular during the days of sensationalism—the 1920s-1940s—as 

many newspaper publishers’ and editors’ response to public criticism of “yellow 

journalism.”  Objective journalism ideology became the standard ideal for newspaper 

journalism. Although, it was embraced by most journalists, objective writing eventually 

helped create an environment ripe for a rebellion of sorts by many creative journalists.   

In the 1960s and ‘70s, during the most popular period of objective writing, 

journalists identified as the “New Journalists” such as Tom Wolfe, Hunter S. Thompson, 

and Joan Didion, rebelled against the limitations that objective writing brought to 

conventional journalism. Most of those involved in the rebellion were journalists or had 

been newspaper reporters before leaving newspaper writing in order to pursue New 

Journalism.  Some pursued the more in-depth, meaningful writing style as book authors 

or magazine writers (Wolfe, 1973; Applegate, 1996; Hartsock, 2000; Jones, 2004).  This 

rebellion was also assisted by the rebellious political and social climate in America 

during the 1960s and ‘70s.   

By the mid-1970s, the events of the Watergate scandal, the Vietnam War, and the 

Pentagon Papers caused the American public to become disillusioned with the federal 

government and conventional institutions such as journalism.  It was an anti-
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establishment climate; one that bucked conventions; one that seemed to permeate society. 

This resulted in such events as college student protests, an anti-war attitude, poor 

treatment of returning Vietnam War military personnel, and lower voter turnout for 

federal elections (Schudson & Tifft, 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007). As society 

became distrustful of conventions in government, reporters felt confident in their 

rebellion from the staunch dryness of objective news writing.  They saw the need to 

provide more insight—to provide the public with pertinent information about issues that 

did not fit into the formulaic, inverted pyramid and objective-writing style.  

Although the word literary places a focus on the writing style, and the writer, 

many newspaper journalists viewed narrative literary journalism with a more ethical 

motivation—the need to inform readers about their society by telling stories with more 

meaning—more depth.  This required an immersion method that required journalists to 

become somewhat involved in the telling of the story.  To be true to the story, to give the 

reader the knowledge of their research, they had to reveal something of themselves.  

Journalists had to sharpen their basic reporting skills and expand their empathy while 

dealing with it ethically to present truth in their stories. The intense skills necessary to 

work as a narrative literary journalist places greater ethical requirements and greater 

responsibility on the journalist’s character in accurate story-telling. When many narrative 

journalists began publishing their in-depth stories in magazines such as The New Yorker, 

some newspaper publishers and editors saw an opportunity to increase readership by 

encouraging this type of stories in their newspapers (Many, 1992; Hartsock, 2000; 

Williams, 2002; Vos, 2002).   
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Although the basic inverted pyramid, objective style news story continued to 

thrive through the 20th century, other story forms became popular as well.  These story 

forms included soft, more human interest-type news stories and news features.  

Additional story forms and content continued to evolve in order to compete with the 

changes that cable television and the Internet brought concerning the way that new 

technology news was being delivered to the public.  Newspaper editors were forced to 

look at the way they approached judgment about news content and presentation of news 

stories.  In the early 1980s, USA Today revolutionized newspapers with an easier-to-read 

block style of design and content presentation.  During the latter part of the 20th century, 

Cable News Network (CNN) became the first 24-hour news venue, which set the stage 

for the immediate availability of news—an endless deadline cycle of news making it even 

more crucial for newspaper journalists to provide compelling and audience-involved 

story content.  This change caused news managers to place more demands on journalists 

to produce 24-hour news content as news organizations on all mediums vied for a place 

in the 24-hour news market.  

Competition in the news market also encouraged a myriad of opinion news 

programming on cable television, which confused the public as to what was truly 

considered news (Schudson & Tifft, 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007).  As the 21st 

century began, Internet-based companies such as Yahoo and Google joined the 

competition for news delivery.  The Internet made it possible through blogs, citizen 

journalism, and other forums, for anyone to publish his or her concept of news.  This has 



                                 Kim Elizabeth Pewitt Jones, Texas Tech University, December 2014  
 

28 
 
 

further confused the public as to the definition of news and journalism as well as 

complicating and providing more challenges for journalism ethical standards.   

Although some changes have complicated the definition of news journalism, the 

influx of reality TV programming has increased public interest in what narrative literary 

journalism offers—insight into the complicated issues prevalent in today’s world 

(Hartsock, 2000; Carey & Maynard, 2005; Marvin & Meyer, 2005).  This increased 

interest concerning in-depth stories about real people led some newspaper publishers in 

the late 1990s such as at the Tampa Bay Times and the Tampa Bay Times to add a team of 

narrative journalists to their newsroom, which thrives today.  More newspaper publishers 

are adding these types of teams to their news room as they recognize the audience interest 

in narrative journalistic writing. 

 

The Objectivity Issue 

 Objectivity, or the lack of it, is perhaps the biggest conceptual stone thrown by  

critics at literary journalists, but early journalists didn’t interpret freedom of the press to 

include objective news reporting.  Early versions of newspapers were written with much 

subjectivity—such as many of James Franklin’s (Benjamin’s brother) newspaper articles 

in The New England Courant during the 18th century Colonial Period. Although James 

Franklin said that the Courant operated under an umbrella of neutrality, he and his 

supporters ‘articles ”regularly criticized colonial government authorities”, who eventually 

imprisoned him temporarily (Evensen, 2002; Keeler et al., 2002).  More evidence of the 

Courant’s bias became apparent when only one of more than 50 items published during a 
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three-month period in 1721 advocated public participation in a controversial plan 

concerning immunization against smallpox.  

According to Merrill et al (2001), Americans during the late 18th century and late 

19th century were concerned with the concepts of freedom and reason, which spread from 

the philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, a German philosopher and newspaper 

editor.  This led to the idea that in journalism there could not be objectivity (p. 19-21).   

Merrill et al. (2001) pondered why most people have the idea that journalists should be 

objective because it is a relatively new concept that crept into acceptance with the 

development of the Associated Press style in the late 19th century.  Along with Merrill, 

other scholars argue that Hegel’s philosophy is truer to reporting reality than the popular 

definition of objective news writing. This type of reporting aligned with a philosophy 

held by many editors and journalists during those eras. 

During the Civil War era and early 1900s—newspaper reporters, such as Winifred 

Black, reported on social and political issues from their point of view. In the early 1900s, 

President Theodore Roosevelt labeled these journalists as muckrakers. , Muckraking 

reporters, such as Lincoln Steffens, successfully exposed issues and societal ills such as 

abolition, slavery, rampant government corruption, labor, and women’s rights (Rosen, 

1999; Merrill et al., 2001; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007).   

Although American journalism began as a way to provide information to people 

about what affected them, it evolved into what became a scientific-type of writing, an 

objective concept that emphasized a lack of journalists’ opinions and bias.   Journalism 

historians disagree somewhat concerning the historical origins of objective journalistic 
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writing, but the general consensus is that objectivity appeared as a “dominant 

professional ethic” between1890 and 1920.  The term objectivity became linked with 

journalistic writing during the 1920s.  It has also been called verification, impartiality, 

non-bias, non-partisanship, and neutrality and has been an integral part of American news 

journalism—an idea of balanced coverage and journalists remaining independent of story 

sources (Schudson, 1978; Rosen, 1993; Ryan, 2001; Evensen, 2002; Schudson & Tift, 

2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2007; Porwancher, 2011).     

As well as disagreeing about its origins, historians also disagree about the exact 

meaning of objectivity.  Schudson (1978) said that objectivity is “the belief that one can 

and should separate facts from values” (p. 5).  About 20 years later, journalism scholar 

Mindich (1998), defined objectivity as an ideal that consisted of non-partisanship, the 

inverted pyramid, a “reliance on facts”, and balance (p. 7-8).  Kaplan (2002) viewed 

objectivity more as journalists being “technical functionaries who know how to weigh 

competing versions of events in order to achieve a balanced news report” (p. 185).   

Another journalism scholar (Ward, 2004) said that no one has ever really defined 

objectivity “precisely” (p. 22).  He added that it “...never developed into a detailed, 

explicit theory”, but he labeled it as a professional concept with identifiable 

characteristics:  factuality, non-bias, neutrality, fairness, independence, and non-

interpretation.  Porwancher (2011) defined it as “A nascent professional ethic, prizing 

accuracy and fairness at the end of the Gilded Age” (p. 187).  Some scholars contend that 

objectivity was developed for purposes outside of a journalistic one.    
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Objective reporting began in the midst of a new mass medium’s business plan 

(Glasser, 1984). He said that the Associated Press needed a way to distribute facts 

efficiently without reporters offending readers and advertising clients.  He added that 

objective writing kept reporters at a distance from the “sense and substance of what they 

reported” (p. 14). It has more to do with commercial purposes than values in 

journalism—it provided a “presumably disinterested view of the world” (p. 14).    

Many scholars and journalists argue that objectivity is not an attainable or viable 

ideal in human communication because journalists and editors are influenced by their 

environment, which includes socializations, family, lifestyle, political persuasion, 

economic beliefs, religious and ethical foundations (Merrill et al. 2001).  Therefore, they 

choose stories and approach issues through a preconditioned subconscious regardless of 

their efforts at unbiased reporting. 

Many of those same scholars also contend that objectivity evolved into something 

very different from its original intended purpose.  Streckfuss (1990) explained that 

“objectivity was founded not on a naïve idea that humans could be objective but on a 

realization that they could not” (p. 974).  It was proposed as a systematic method for 

reporting news—it was meant to seek truth through scientific methods.  Its definition was 

not originally one of neutrality and extreme disinterest by journalists.  Streckfuss added 

that objectivity was created because of a distrust of humans making judgments about 

events and issues; press members becoming tainted by propagandists; and a solid belief 

in scientific method versus the relatively new social sciences field.  He added that in 
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essence: “Objectivity was an anecdote to what liberals saw as newspaper emotionalism 

and sensationalism” (p. 975-976).   

While today’s audience still expects journalists to report news objectively, the 

public’s definition of journalism and the working journalist’s definition of objectivity 

may vary.  Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) argued that the original definition of objectivity 

has been distorted, “misunderstood” and for all purposes,” lost” (p. 81).  Just as 

Streckfuss (1990) discovered, Kovach and Rosenstiel explained that when objectivity 

became aligned with journalism in the 1920s, it was not originally intended to mean that 

journalists were unbiased—it was an appeal for them to create a uniform system to test 

information gathered against any biases that could interfere with the accuracy of their 

reports.  

Although the characteristics given earlier in this section are accepted by many as 

the norms of objectivity, Ryan (2001) says that adhering to these norms does not mean a 

journalist should or doesn’t operate without the guidance of personal values and 

interpretative skills, it is quite the contrary.  In order to adequately provide information to 

the public, journalists must use their analytical skills. "Objective journalists gather facts 

and opinions that conflict, verify information carefully, seek to determine why accounts 

conflict and which most accurately reflect reality, evaluate, and fully identify sources” (p. 

5).  Therefore, if narrative literary journalists are expected to evaluate, analyze, and 

provide the public with information, they must be able to employ their judgment to know 

what information to gather and report, which may necessitate the use of methods not 

embraced widely by the journalism community or the public.  They must utilize ethical 
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standards that allow them to be true to the story.  Proponents of narrative literary 

journalism agree.  

 

Objectivity and Narrative Literary Journalism 

The ideal of objectivity has characterized modern American journalism for much 

of its history, but narrative literary journalism critics argue that objectivity is missing or 

skewed in narrative literary journalism, therefore nullifying the term journalism.  In 

contrast to that belief, some scholars argue that objectivity is an amoral concept rather 

than a moral concept because it produces bias toward and tends to protect the very 

entities and groups that journalists are expected to keep watch on (Glasser, 1984). The 

criticism was particularly strong in the 1960s and 1970s during the New Journalism era 

because of the prevalence of subjective writing present in much of narrative literary 

journalism, which was not the accepted norm for conventional journalism. In all his 

desire to be free from the constraints of objective writing, literary journalist Tom Wolfe, 

encouraged journalists to dig deeper.  Although he wanted to bring back the journalist’s 

role as a participant instead of an observer, he did so in a self-absorbed manner that 

brought much criticism from conventional journalists toward this New Journalism.   

 Narrative literary journalism still faces criticism today because of the public’s 

expectation of objective writing in anything classified as journalism. Some critics said 

that the extensive time narrative journalists spend with sources prohibits one’s ability to 

report facts objectively, and therefore facts are also not reported accurately. When 

referring to journalism ethics, most critics consider accuracy and objectivity as lenses in 
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the same set of eyeglasses.  Spending enormous amounts of time with sources also allows 

literary journalists to confirm details because they consider being able to provide 

verifiable details as crucial to their work (Lounsberry, 1990; Connery, 1992; Sims & 

Kramer, 1995; Hartsock, 2000; Boynton, 2005). Providing verifiable facts in their stories 

includes use of dialogue for many narrative journalists. It assists them to report the facts 

in their entirety—in context—instead of leaving it to each reporter to choose some short 

spurts of dialogue from an interview such as is the method in conventional reporting.  

This is another literary technique used in narrative journalism that is criticized under the 

objectivity umbrella because objectivity is affected depending on how this technique is 

used to convey the story (Macdonald, 1965; Lounsberry, 1990; Connery, 1992; Many, 

1992; Boynton, 2005).  Narrative literary journalists consider this component as essential 

to an accurate portrayal of the subjects and topic because they do use more of their 

memory to remember and convey conversations.  For that reason, they have been 

criticized concerning the objectivity of their memory recall as it applies to the dialogue 

component (Macdonald, 1965; Lounsberry, 1990; Connery, 1992; Many, 1992; Hartsock, 

2000; Boynton, 2005).   

In contrast to this criticism of narrative journalists, some scholars argue that the 

concept of objectivity does not allow the revelations of reality.  Webb (1974) argued that 

the New Journalism functions from a romantic philosophy, a philosophy that focuses on 

discovering reality through internal human processes rather than external ones.  A focus 

on feelings and emotions are more essential to understanding human movements and 

ordinary life than broad and vague ideas.  Webb explained it as: 
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New journalism is a rejection of a rationalist epistemology that underlies modern 

journalism with its notions of objectivity and faith in external facts...the human 

experience must be approached as a dynamic, organic phenomenon rather than as 

something that can be compartmentalized (p. 42). 

 

An explanation by Merrill (et al, 2001) about ethical dilemmas faced by public  

journalists, gives insight into a similar dilemma that narrative literary journalists face 

concerning objectivity.  In a letter to John Merrill, Merritt said that modern public-

minded journalists are not “rejecting objectivity” but wanting to report and write “with 

the absolute necessities of being clear-eyed about the facts, honest with ourselves and 

others about the facts, being fair-minded and balanced” (p. 122).  These scholars propose 

that modern news reporters should abandon their detachment and become active players 

engaged in journalism rather than just observers.  A journalist should go “beyond merely 

providing and interpreting information” (p. 122).  

Merrill (et al, 2001) said that journalists have become detached citizens because 

of the demand for objective writing, and that journalism overall has moved too far 

during the past 30 years into detachment “to the great detriment of ourselves and 

our communities” (p. 122).  

 

 Some journalists and scholars see this concept of objectivity as naïve on the part 

of the public because journalists have always made an impact on society by their 

involvement in social change.  They say the objectivity concept needs to be thrown away, 
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so that journalists can put their expertise, skill and passion into action in the communities 

they serve.  Newfield (1972) wrote about this effect of objectivity. “Men and women who 

control the technological giants of the mass media are not neutral, unbiased computers.  

They have a mindset. They have definite lifestyles and political values, which are 

concealed under a rhetoric of objectivity” (p. 56).  The goal of most journalists is to find, 

expose and/or report the truth.  Although they use different methods than newspaper 

feature writers, narrative literary journalists believe their methods accomplish this goal. 

Another indication that many journalists consider the modern concept of  

objectivity either outdated or not applicable to modern journalism occurred in the mid-

1990s with a major revision to the most widely used professional code of ethics.  This 

became evident when the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ), the largest and oldest 

professional organization for journalists, replaced the term objectivity with the less rigid 

term “Act Independently” in its 1996 Code of Ethics, (Ettema & Glasser, 1998).  This 

phrase allows conventional journalists a wider interpretation of objectivity, but it does not 

eliminate the concept.  It still includes guidelines such as “Remain free of associations 

and activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility that conflicts with 

literary journalists’ practices” (See Appendix A). This continued professional and public 

expectation of objective reporting by journalists presents narrative literary journalists 

with ethical dilemmas as their craft is excluded from professional codes of ethics.  

Without guidelines, pressure to report objectively strains their personal moral standards 

as they deal with societal issues.   
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Another aspect of objective reporting that some scholars view as problematic 

deals with the limitation it places on journalists’ involvement in moral and social issues 

(Kallan, 1975; Altschull, 1984; Hackett, 1984; Rosen, 1993).  Objective reporting usually 

involves reporting only two sides of an issue or on limited perspectives of an issue, but 

“most New Journalists concur, viewing neutrality as an impotent response to social 

problems” (Kallan, 1975, p. 107).  Stoker (1995) said that objective reporting “relegates 

journalists to be subservient, spectator roles in serving the public interest” (p 11).     

In addition to thwarting the moral obligation of reporters, some scholars argue 

that by objective reporters being disinterested and detached observers, they are prevented 

from presenting information critical to a free society.  Critics such as Kallan (1975) and 

Ryan (2001) said that this prevents the journalist from being an engaged citizen—from 

warning the public of potential dangers in the political arena.  When a journalist is 

restricted to only presenting two sides without giving his or her perspective, “…it is a 

stifling of critical thinking” (Ryan, p. 8).   

By stifling critical thought, some scholars say that truth is obscured (Kallan, 1975; 

Altschull, 1984; Hackett, 1984; Koch, 1990; Ryan, 2001).  This occurs because a bias 

enters objectivity reporting when source selection is limited—many times the sources 

selected are bureaucrats who provide one-sided information.  Reporters tend not to seek 

confirmation of facts supplied by government sources.  Kallan (1975) said that older, 

experienced reporters tend to lean toward government sources because many still believe 

that government sources are trustworthy.   
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Besides obscuring truth, Tuchman (1972) and Ryan (2001) said that critics view 

objectivity as something journalists use to shield themselves from legal problems and 

harsh criticism.  A journalist “can claim objectivity by citing procedures he has followed 

that exemplify the formal attributes of a news story or a newspaper.  For instance, the 

newsman can suggest that he quoted other people instead of offering his own opinions” 

(p. 660).  

Another problem journalists face with objectivity is in language choices, which 

includes how direct quotes are presented. Craig (2006) said that most of the public 

expects journalists to practice objectivity in news reporting, but members of the public 

often voice skepticism about whether journalists are doing so. In his book, The ethics of 

the story: Using narrative techniques responsibly in journalism, Craig provided details 

from his conversations with many conventional and narrative literary journalists 

concerning their intense efforts to remove biased language from their articles.   

Although many journalists strive to write in a bias-free manner, Craig (2006) 

contended that it is not possible for any human to be completely bias-free or remove all 

bias from a news article. “Even values about what constitutes fair wording are shaped by 

journalists’ own world views” (p. 129).  Many journalists advocate that the public’s 

current expectation of objectivity play less of a role in reporting, but the American public 

and some journalists don’t seem ready to change a journalist’s role concerning objectivity 

in reporting (Kallan, 1975; Rosen, 1999; Kovach and Rosenstiel; 2007).   

These criticisms parallel the views of most narrative literary journalists 

concerning the role of objectivity (Kallan, 1975; Connery, 1992; Sims and Kramer, 1995; 
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Hartsock, 2000).  Michael Johnson (1971) said “conscientious journalism has 

metamorphosed itself in an attempt to be relevant and to participate communicatively in 

those [societal and political] changes” (p. xii).  These critics realize that objectivity serves 

a limited purpose, but it cannot adequately deal with deeper issues that narrative literary 

journalists use immersion methods to discover—issues that deal with raw emotions and 

societal status.   

 

The Rise of American Narrative Literary Journalism 

Hartsock (2000) said that tracing the beginning of narrative literary journalism 

has been made difficult by “ill-defined terms… problematic categorization and 

cataloging” (p. 6-12).  Although, its roots have been difficult to pinpoint, most narrative 

literary journalism historians agree that the genre’s history doesn’t begin in the 1960s, but 

in the post-Civil War years of the 19th century (1870-1914) as the first era that marked the 

emergence of narrative literary journalism as a new form or genre of writing (Sims 1984, 

1990; Connery, 1992; Many, 1992; Sims & Kramer, 1995; Hartsock, 2000).   Hartsock 

agreed with its emergence during the post-Civil War era, but he contends that it was 

rather the emergence of “modern” narrative literary journalism (p. 22). Some examples 

of pre-civil war literary journalism listed by Hartsock (2000) are the works of Lafcadio 

Hearn’s profiles of African Americans in Ohio; the travelogues of Charles Dudley 

Warner, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet’s sketches about life in Georgia; and Henry David 

Thoreau’s stories based on life in Cape Cod.   
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Connery (1992) grouped the evolution of literary journalism into three major time 

periods:  Late 19th and early 20th century; 1930s-1960s; and the New Journalism era of 

the 1960s and 1970s.  Although there are many examples of literary journalism found 

during the early- and mid-19th century, Connery considered the quality and quantity of 

these inferior compared to the literary journalism writings of Mark Twain beginning in 

the 1890s. Many (1992) referred to it as the Populist-Progressive era that generated 

writers such as Stephen Crane and Mark Twain.  Journalism became a career field during 

this era and garnered respect from the public.  For the first time, many newspapers 

employed college graduates on their reporting staff.   

Connery (1992) provided some examples of American literary journalism in late 

1800s and early 1900s newspaper articles such as those published by James Gordon 

Bennett in the New York Herald. Some critics described these writers as “poet 

journalists” and “transfigured reporters” (p. 15-16).  Other examples of these articles 

were published in the Atlantic and the Commercial Advertiser by editor Lincoln Steffens 

who referred to them as “descriptive narrative” writing (p. 15).  Connery’s anthology of 

American narrative literary journalism contains more examples of these articles published 

in newspapers and magazines by authors and publishers such as Richard Harding Davis, 

Julian Ralph, Stephen Crane, Hutchins Hapgood, and James Gordon Bennett.     

Most narrative literary journalism historians view the oppressive effect of 

objective/factual news writing in the late 19th century and early 20th century as one of the 

primary catalysts that led the more creative journalists to rebel against it (Sims, 1984, 

1990; Connery, 1992; Many, 1992; Hartsock, 2000).  “New Journalism is propelled by 
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dissatisfaction with traditional theory and practice of reportorial objectivity.  They 

[narrative literary journalists] question what constitutes objectivity and whether it is even 

desirable” (Kallan, 1975, p. 106, 107).  

Hartsock (2000) suggested that reporters such as Stephen Crane in the late 1890s 

became discouraged with mainstream news writing because of too much attention given 

in print to well-known socialites and little coverage given to career soldiers during the 

Spanish-American War.  He described Crane and other American writers’ objection to 

this style of writing as a strong distaste in the way the factual news story form objectified 

a dedicated career soldier, someone who had witnessed horrors and sacrificed everything 

to defend his country.  Hartsock said that these writers’ reactions provided the challenge 

necessary for narrative journalism to emerge as a distinguishable form by the 1890s.  

 These writers and some literary critics showed a strong distain for the shorter, 

fact-oriented journalistic news writing, and they considered it not worthy of comparison 

to good literature. Connery (1990) said that “two categories of printed prose to depict 

observed life were not enough, but a third—a literary journalism—was possible and 

necessary…” (p. 5-6).  This heavy criticism caused literary journalism to go into a sort of 

“remission” from the 1930s to the 1950s (Hartsock, 2000, p. 14).  During this period, 

evidence that it survived was found in many travel, crime, and sports narratives.   

Narrative literary journalism enjoyed a strong revival in the 1960s and 1970s, 

which was also the time of its heaviest criticism seemingly because of writers who 

stretched the boundaries of New Journalism.  The New Journalists believed that the 

writer was an integral part of a story that brought meaning and depth to society. 
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Discouraged by the limitations of news writing, Tom Wolfe said that he did not have it in 

his mind to create a new journalism.  What he wanted as a journalist—a writer—was “the 

whole movie, nothing left out” (Wolfe, 1973, p. 3). 

Although some critics predicted the New Journalism would not endure, Wolfe and 

other narrative literary journalists of the New Journalism era brought emphasis and 

credibility to a form that has endured.  Its popularity waned in the latter part of the 1970s, 

but it began gaining popularity again in the 1980s that has continued to increase into this 

century.   Jon Franklin, a Pulitzer Prize-winning narrative literary journalist, said that  

“…just as the 1980s ushered in USA Today, and its emphasis on the news byte, the info-

bit, and the nonsense statistic as tools to lure readers back to newspapers, the 1990s are 

being marked by a renewed interest in narrative” (Harvey, 1994). 

In his book, The New New Journalism, Boynton (2005) discussed the far-reaching 

influences of Wolfe and other New Journalism practitioners writing techniques:   

What Wolfe didn’t anticipate was that a new generation of journalists would build 

upon (and ultimately surpass) his reporting methods, lengthening and deepening 

their involvement with characters to the point at which the public/private divide 

essentially disappeared.  Wolfe went inside his characters’ heads; the New New 

Journalists became part of their lives (p. xii). 

 

Criticism of Literary Technique Usage in Narrative Literary Journalism  

In addition to their view that literary journalism lacks objectivity, critics have 

attacked literary techniques used in New Journalism as well as later narrative literary 
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journalism work.  They contend that elements prevalent in novels are unsuitable for 

journalistic stories because some of these elements clash with journalism ethical 

standards.  Techniques such as dialogue, scene construction or re-creation, fact-

interpretation, and a subjective viewpoint rather than an objective one, have been 

scrutinized and condemned as inappropriate devices for use in prose connected to the 

word journalism.   

Criticism toward New Journalism, narrative literary journalism, was also aimed at 

the method by which the information was gathered and subsequently reported 

(Macdonald, 1965; Wolfe, 1973; Sims, 1984; Sims & Kramer, 1992; Harvey, 1994; 

Connery, 1990; Hartsock, 2000; Boynton, 2005).  Wolfe said: 

The most important thing one attempted in terms of technique depended upon a 

depth of information that had never been demanded in newspaper work.  That was 

why it was so ironic when both the journalistic and literary old guards began to 

attack this new journalism as impressionistic (p. 21).   

 

Another element that has caused criticism is that of interpretation and/or analysis 

(Lounsberry, 1990; Ryan, 2001; Craig, 2006).  Craig said that in reality, a reporter must 

interpret the information gathered in order to relay that information to the public.  

Interpretation is wrapped with values important to exposing issues in actuality.  Craig 

argued that it only makes sense that journalists present an interpretation of the facts and 

not strive to hide all traces of interpretation; doing so tends to skew the message.  But, 

still in much of the public’s view, when a reporter’s opinion is detected in issue coverage, 
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they deem it as a negative, one-sided controlling interpretation instead of a realistic view 

of the factors involved in the issue.   

Narrative literary journalists contend that interpretation of issues is crucial to the 

reality of the message.  Subjective interpretation is prevalent in narrative literary 

journalism because of the nature of the genre—delving into issues deeply through 

immersion methodology and intense investigative reporting.   

Although attitudes and expectations from the public and many conventional 

journalists are changing, there are many who still believe that all journalism should be 

reported without bias.  This attitude continues to present narrative literary journalists with 

ethical dilemmas, but it is not the only type of unconventional journalism that presents 

journalists with ethical challenges and has experienced criticism because of the use of 

subjectivity and other unconventional journalism practices.  

 

Advocacy Journalism 

Advocacy journalism particularly in developing countries, much like narrative 

journalism, has received much criticism from conventional journalists.  McCarthy (2000) 

said: “the task of the journalist is to the viewpoints and interests of competing groups, 

especially those of excluded and underprivileged groups…the journalist must participate 

in the advocacy process…he must point out the consequences of the contemporary power 

balance”(p. 89).   

  Narrative literary journalists and advocacy journalists have a common bond in 

that they are critical of the concept of objectivity.  Conventional journalism requires 
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journalists to practice objectivity; “to remain detached from the stories they write and are 

not supposed to add their opinions, claims and arguments  or make judgments but present 

facts as they are” (Matbob 2007, p. 90).  

Journalists in developing countries practice advocacy journalism that is usually 

focused on a cause that involves social change and human rights.  Journalists tend to 

engage in this type of journalism during wars and disasters, according to Usher (2009).  

In these settings, journalists who cover these events become participants because of their 

investment in the people affected by the war or disaster.  In the United States, this 

concept was displayed in this century when journalists became advocates for victims and 

others affected by the tragic events of September 11, 2001, and again among journalists 

who covered victims and the areas severely affected by Hurricane Katrina (Rosen, 2002; 

Zelizer and Allan, 2002;Usher, 2009 ). Journalists at the Times Picayune in New Orleans 

“took on an advocacy role” because they did not view themselves as “detached 

bystanders” any longer (Usher, p. 219).  Usher found that:   

Post-Katrina journalists have a complicated relationship and self-reflexive 

relationship with objectivity because of their closeness to the story; journalists 

feel the need to advocate on behalf of residents, a position which creates 

ambiguity as they attempt to fulfill a public service mission while remaining true 

to enshrined professional values (Usher, 2009, p. 217).  

 

Some narrative journalists also lean toward advocacy journalism as it is practiced 

in developing countries when they sympathize with sources who they view as underdogs 
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or as underprivileged.  Lane DeGregory, one of the narrative journalists interviewed for 

this study, considers herself a “champion of underdogs” (L. DeGregory, personal 

communication, March 12, 2014).  She engaged in advocacy journalism when she “fell in 

love” with the subjects of her Pulitzer Prize-winning story about the feral child, The Girl 

in the Window.  Her strong feelings for the child and adoptive family made her angry 

enough to not pursue an interview with the child’s biological mother until her editor 

insisted that she interview the woman.   

The Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics only mentions advocacy in 

connection with the principle of Seek Truth and Report It as the bullet point “Label 

advocacy and commentary”, (Appendix A and Appendix C) but it does not provide much 

guidance about how to resolve this challenge.  The concept of advocacy journalism raises 

a question about how narrative literary journalists resolve ethical dilemmas concerning 

advocacy and if they need a specific ethics code that addresses that type of dilemma.  

 

Ethics Codes 

When an organization decides to build an ethical culture or reputation, it usually 

starts with composing a conventional code of ethics, and it usually contains two general 

key categories:  Ideals and rules or principles (Brandl and Maguire, 2002.)  These are 

usually derived from a philosophical definition of moral values that include respect, 

fairness, responsibility, and honesty). How an organization applies these and its concerns 

surrounding societal concerns are the basis for a code of ethics. 
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Black and Barney (1985) provided a definition of codes of ethics from the 

perspective of philosopher William Frankena; moral principles composed as a moral 

guide.  They discussed that the composition of ethics codes can be either general or 

specific depending on the intended usage of the code. If a code contains enforcement 

measures, then its precepts tend to be quite specific.  An example of this is a code of 

ethics using “thou shalt not” specific terminology, which includes enforcement measures 

such as fines, censure, and or dismissal (Black and Barney, 1985).  If an ethics code is 

used as a guideline for conduct, then its precepts tend to be general in nature.  An 

example of this is the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics, which 

uses general language such as “Act Independently”, and “Minimize Harm”, (Brown & 

SPJ Ethics Committee Members, 2011, p. 32-34) but it does not include a provision for 

enforcement.  

Another aspect involved in composing a code of ethics involves society and 

culture. Language and societal experience play an important role in developing an ethics 

code.  Wilkins and Brennen (2004) argued that codes of ethics are “…the lived texture of 

an active and evolving social order…that all practices are shaped and a cultural totality is 

created within a historical process” (p. 297).   The first professional journalism code of 

ethics created by the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) was developed 

with a focus on the importance of public welfare and social responsibility.  These 

elements were promoted as core concerns of daily newspaper journalism.  ASNE 

members formed the seven Canons of Journalism, which directed journalists to act 

ethically based on responsibility, decency, impartiality, truthfulness, independence, 
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accuracy, sincerity, and freedom of the press (DeMott, 1980; Bukro, 1985; Wilkins and 

Brennen, 2004).  

Forming a code of ethics usually occurs following incidents that threaten an 

industry overall or a particular business.   The history of journalism professional ethics 

codes shows that the earliest ones were created because of societal and political criticism 

of journalism practices as well as governmental threats to censor and/or require licensing 

of journalists (De Mott, 1980; Braman, 1988; Christians, 1985; Wilkins and Brennen, 

2004).  Braman (1988) said the development of a journalism ethics code in the 1920s-

1940s was evidence of a “pervasive trend away from an acceptance of a libertarian theory 

of the press toward a social responsibility theory” (p. 72).   This social responsibility 

theory contributed to the push for enforcement of journalistic codes—a concept that has 

been a central argument since the beginning of journalistic codes, according to Christians 

(1985).   

Braman (1988) identified that professional journalism codes “evolved primarily 

during two eras in American history:   (1) the initial focus on ethics codes happened 

during the Progressive 1920s when newspapers were viewed as having unparalleled 

persuasive power on the public.  Other contributing factors to an ethics code development 

included the new focus on professionalism and the emergence of censorship boards.   It 

was during this time that the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) adopted 

the Canons of Journalism to avoid censorship threats by local government entities 

(Christians, 1985; Wilkins and Brennen, 2004).   
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Wilkins and Brennen (2004) agreed that the primary journalism ethics code 

development occurred in the 1920s, but they said that the prevailing ASNE code 

continued to evolve in the 1930s and 1940s.  Their study detailed how the code of ethics 

focused on “Conflict of interest framed as propaganda versus the public welfare” (p. 299) 

during the 1920s, but the focus changed to one that emphasized balance and impartiality 

during the 1930s and 1940s.  The Canons of Journalism presented the tenets in a way that 

pressured journalists to comply in order to further professionalism and quality in 

journalism.  During the next 20-30 years, newspaper and broadcast journalism 

experienced a period of high public trust. 

(2) Codes of Ethics interest was revived in the 1970s during the Nixon Watergate 

scandal and as the Vietnam War progressed.  It was during this period that societal 

mistrust in the press corps pressured many editors and journalists to actively follow and 

to add enforcement measures in their Code of Ethics (Christians, 1985; Wilkins and 

Brennen, 2004).  Adopting enforcement measures became a source of contention for the 

Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ), the oldest and largest professional organization 

for journalists.  The organization was founded as the Sigma Delta Chi (SDX) professional 

fraternity in 1909. When the Sigma Delta Chi (SDX) changed its professional 

organization name to the Society of Professional Journalists, SDX became the supporting 

foundation of SPJ.  The SPJ Board of Directors is composed of leaders from both groups. 

Based on the ASNE’s Canons of Journalism, the SPJ Board of Directors created their 

first “official” code of ethics in 1973, and it was issued into acceptance following general 

membership approval.  It quickly gained acceptance throughout the journalism industry, 
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became the flagship of codes, and has been the most widely used professional code of 

ethics since that time.  Many other media-related organizations based their code on SPJ’s 

(Christians, 1985).  The original SPJ Code of Ethics “exhorted chapters to prevent 

violations and actively censure,” but SPJ found it nearly impossible to enforce in local 

chapters or on a national level (Christians, 1985, p. 15). The push for enforcement 

through penalties sparked much disagreement among the Society of Professional 

Journalists (SPJ) leaders and members.  After heated debate, they determined that the 

best method was to elicit code compliance by comradery and professional pride (DeMott, 

1980; Braman, 1980; Christians, 1985; Bukro, 1988; Wilkins and Brennen, 2004).  

The Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics was revised in the 

1980s partially to “counteract the impression that journalists were unprincipled and 

ascribe to no professional standards” (Bukro, 1986, p. 11). The organization has revised 

and/or rewritten the code four times since it was originally composed.   The code was 

revised in 1984, 1987, 1996, and most recently in September, 2014.  Although, the 1973 

version contained language that called for chapters to “prevent violations and actively 

censure” (Christians, 1985, p. 15), it did not contain enforcement measures.  In 1984, SPJ 

added internal code enforcement procedures but after close examination in 1987, the 

proposed enforcement measures were removed (Bukro, 1986; Christians, 1985).  The 

next code update was considered an entirely new code not a revision.  It was adopted in 

1996 and added a principle concerning “Minimizing Harm” (Brown & SPJ Ethics 

Committee Members, 2011, p. 32-34).  The 2014 retains the basic tenets but broadens the 

language within the tenets to include new media forms (Appendix C). 
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 While all versions of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics 

included attempts to make journalists more aware of their ethical responsibilities, they 

were written based on deontological (non-consequential) ethical philosophy, and none of 

the versions called for any changes in that underlying philosophy including the newest 

revision adopted by SPJ members in September, 2014.  Deontology is the view that the 

center of a value is in the act itself; certain features in the act have intrinsic value.  Strict 

deontologists focus on the means of an action and not the end results. They act on 

principles such as keeping promises and would view the act of lying as intrinsically 

wrong (Pojman & Fieser, 2009; Ferrell, Fradedrich, & Ferrell, 2011).   

Immanuel Kant, an18th century German philosopher credited as the father of 

deontological ethical theory, considered moral principles as duties.  He considered these 

categorical imperatives, in that certain actions or deeds   classified as principles that must 

be adhered to unconditionally.  But some early Kantian scholars embraced a negative, 

extreme meaning in the categorical imperative.  One that meant that because actions such 

as lying and stealing are intrinsically wrong, there is never a reason where doing one of 

these would be acceptable (Wood, 2005; Seung, 2007).  As scholarly research 

progressed, more scholars understood the positive meaning within his theories that 

allowed for “the autonomy of natural will: one is free as long as one obeys the moral laws 

of one’s own making” (Seung, 2007, p. 97).  

 Both aspects of the categorical imperative are apparent in the Society of 

Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics. The “Minimize Harm” principle is based 

on the premise that causing harm to others is intrinsically wrong and should not be 
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acceptable ever, but the principles in the SPJ Code of Ethics are adhered to voluntarily. 

The Code does not contain provisions for enforcement, therefore allowing for “the 

autonomy of natural free will,” (Seung, 2007, p. 97).   

Teleology (consequentialism) in contrast to deontology, maintains a different 

ethical view. This philosophy holds that the center of value is the consequences of the 

act. (Pojman & Fieser, 2009; Ferrell, Fradedrich, & Ferrell, 2011).  One of the most 

popular types of teleological moral philosophy is utilitarianism.  Utilitarians generally 

assess results of decisions based on what will provide the greatest good for the greatest 

number of people, whereas egoism, another type of teleological moral theory, focuses on 

how the results affect the individual(s) involved in the situation (Pojman & Fieser, 2009; 

Ferrell, Fradedrich, & Ferrell, 2011).   

Although the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics is rooted in 

deontology in theory, in practice it aligns more with utilitarianism.   The SPJ Board of 

Directors’ handling of controversial actions by renowned journalist Helen Thomas in 

2010 provides an example of this utilitarian practice.  After much pressure from outside 

entities, they voted to retire the Helen Thomas Lifetime Achievement Award.  This came 

after they concluded that Thomas’ comments about Israel1 were considered in conflict 

with the Code of Ethics, and that their decision would provide the greatest good for the 

greatest number of SPJ members and journalists (Pewitt-Jones, 2012).  Thomas was 

known for giving her opinion about issues throughout her life-long coverage of 

Washington and world politics, something that is against the SPJ Code of Ethics, but she 

had not been sanctioned until this incident.  She had also been a lifelong member of SPJ 
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and had represented the organization in many events.  She withdrew her SPJ membership 

following the SPJ Board of Directors decision to retire the award that honored her life-

long journalistic achievements.  

Although Thomas was not a narrative literary journalist, this incident provides an 

example that the code does not provide guidance for anyone other than mainstream news 

reporters.  Many journalists say the code does not consider the changing role of today’s 

journalists, and that it doesn’t provide the ethical guidelines necessary and fair to 

journalists in the new media era; its principles are too rigid.  Columnists or narrative 

literary journalists’ work is not addressed specifically in the Code.   

This incident also provides an illustration that the SPJ Executive Board members 

make decisions concerning members’ ethical behavior based on utilitarian ethical 

principles, although its code is based on deontological ethical theory.  The board 

remained silent toward Thomas’ professional conduct until it affected the Society 

negatively.  The Executive Board members acted when they perceived it was necessary to 

do the most good for the most people—the members and reputation of the Society of 

Professional Journalists (SPJ).  

Pulitzer Prize-winning narrative journalist Lane DeGregory expressed concerns 

about some principles contained in the 1996 SPJ Code of Ethics such as scene re-

enactment and offering anonymity to sources.  These concerns were submitted to the SPJ 

Ethics Committee during the year-long Code revision process, but they were not changed 

substantially in the latest revision.   
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SPJ Code of Ethics 2014 Revision 

  Because of the many changes in society and technology that have occurred since 

the 1996 SPJ Code of Ethics revision, in September, 2013, the leaders and members of 

SPJ commissioned their Ethics Committee to begin the next revision.  Part of the year-

long process involved members and non-members being encouraged to send their 

suggestions and comments to the committee.  A blog was established to encourage more 

participation, and the committee published three subsequent drafts of a proposed ethics 

code revision (spj.org).   

During the SPJ’s 2014 annual conference on September 4-6 in Nashville, 

Tennessee, the 16-member Ethics committee presented members with their final revised 

proposal.  Many members contested this proposal because of the omission of certain 

elements they considered important, and other members expressed concerns about syntax 

errors and additions that were necessary.  The committee took most of those concerns and 

presented another proposed revision to the delegates within 24 hours of the previous 

meeting.  After more discussion, the Society of Professional Journalists and members 

approved the revision.    
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The SPJ Code of Ethics deontological ethical base was not altered during the 

2014 revision because the committee and most members indicated that a revision not a 

totally new document was necessary. The four overarching principles that the 1996 Code 

was based on were not changed, but SPJ leaders indicated that some elements within 

them were altered to provide guidance for a wider range of journalists—those who 

practice types of journalism other than news and feature reporting for newspapers such as 

those who use new media.   

In August, 2013, before the revision began, I spoke with Fred Brown, the 

architect of the 1996 Code of Ethics, about the exclusion of guidelines for narrative 

literary journalists.  Brown was also a current member of the SPJ Ethics Committee 

involved in the impending revision.  Brown agreed that the Code does not include 

guidelines for narrative journalists, and that the committee had not considered that area of 

journalism previously.  He added that he felt it was important to include (F. Brown, 

personal communication, August 23, 2013).    

Following my interviews early in 2014 with Lane DeGregory, I submitted her 

concerns and suggestions about necessary code changes to the SPJ Ethics Committee, but 

I did not receive any communication from the committee concerning those submissions.  

One of those suggestions included an item placed under the “Seek Truth and Report It” 

tenet:  “Always question sources motives before granting anonymity” (Appendix A).  

DeGregory said that she never promises that and disagreed with offering that to sources 

upfront (March 17, 2014).  Although the other interviewed journalists did not comment 
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directly about this part of the code, most said that they don’t often offer anonymity, and 

are extremely reluctant to deal with sources without revealing names.   

The 2014 revised Code of Ethics did not alter this principle.  The wording was 

only expanded:  “Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Reserve 

anonymity for sources who may face danger, retribution or other harm, and have 

information that cannot be obtained elsewhere.  Explain why anonymity was granted” 

(Appendix C).  The 1996 code uses fewer words to express the same meaning: “Always 

question sources’ motives before promising anonymity.  Clarify conditions attached to 

any promise made in exchange for information. Keep promises” (Appendix A). 

Narrative literary journalists consider re-creating scenes as an important element 

they use to tell their stories, yet the SPJ Code of Ethics does not address this element 

well. This was another concern expressed by DeGregory that was also not altered in the 

2014 revision. 

 The statement about scene re-creation labeled as re-enactment found in the first 

principle, “Seek Truth and Report It”, is newly worded as:  “Label advocacy and 

commentary.  Never deliberately distort facts or context, including visual information. 

Clearly label illustrations and re-enactments” (Appendix C).  This is not a meaningful 

change or an expanded explanation.  In the 1996 Code, the item is worded:  “Avoid 

misleading re-enactments or staged news events. If re-enactment is necessary to tell a 

story, label it” (Appendix A).  

DeGregory summarized her overall concerns about the omission of guidelines for 

narrative literary journalists in the 1996 SPJ Code of Ethics as:  
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The wording includes such things as “journalists should behave ethically”, but it 

does not include a definition of what is meant by ethically.  What does that really 

mean…this is disturbing because it does not give adequate guidance when the 

term ethically is not specifically defined in the code” (personal communication, 

April 25, 2014).  

 

The SPJ Ethics committee considers the items listed under each principle as the 

definitions for behaving ethically, but DeGregory said that wording is too vague for 

today’s generation.  The definition was not expanded in the 2014 Code:   

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public 

enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy. 

Ethical journalism strives to ensure the free exchange of information that is 

accurate, fair and thorough.  An ethical journalist acts with integrity. The Society 

declares these four principles as the foundation of ethical journalism and 

encourages their use in its practice by all people in all media (Appendix C).  

 

The previous Code’s preamble uses this language: 

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public 

enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy. The 

duty of the journalist is to further those ends by seeking truth and providing a fair 

and comprehensive account of events and issues. Conscientious journalists from 

all media and specialties strive to serve the public with thoroughness and honesty. 
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Professional integrity is the cornerstone of a journalist’s credibility. Members of 

the Society share a dedication to ethical behavior and adopt this code to declare 

the Society’s principles and standards of practice (Appendix A). 

 

Although SPJ members have broadened the Code with language more inclusive to 

new media practices, it still does not provide specific guidelines for narrative literary 

journalists.  Because there has not been a professional code of ethics that adequately 

guides narrative literary journalists, they have relied on other moral values to provide a 

service to society and practice their craft ethically.   

 

Ethical Theory and Literary Journalism 

Tom Wolfe identified four elements common to New Journalism (narrative 

literary journalism), which others have used to base their descriptions of its components 

on since then, according to Connery (1992).  He considered these four elements as 

essential to the reality that New Journalism provides for the public: 1) Scene-by-scene 

construction; 2) Subjects’ dialogue as remembered and recorded rather than the selective 

quotes used in conventional journalism; 3) Using different points of view—varying from 

first to third person and; 4) Utilizing details such as gestures and mannerisms that help 

distinguish people in different levels of society.  Conventional journalism considers the 

use of many of these literary techniques counter to the accepted professional code of 

ethics.   
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In his book, The Literary Journalists, Sims (1984) summarized the elements of 

narrative literary journalism as “reporting on people at work, in love, going about the 

normal rounds of life” and in doing so, literary journalists  “confirm that the crucial 

moments of everyday life contain great drama and substance.”  They do this to “attempt 

to penetrate the cultures that make institutions work” (p. 3). In order for literary 

journalists to report on the lives of people, they must collect information through 

observation and interviews.  They must function as reporters—gatherers of news, 

observers of facts—but on a deeper level.  Obtaining this deeper level of information 

requires the use of immersion reporting.  It is one of the most common methods of 

gathering information for literary journalists.   

Although this method is considered crucial to their work, it brings with it ethical 

dilemmas as well as criticism of narrative literary journalists’ accurate and objective 

storytelling abilities.  By practicing immersion reporting, journalists are able to observe 

and experience all aspects of their subject matter.  When they become deeply entrenched 

with their story subjects, they are able to observe and gather information not available in 

quick-reporting methods. They are able to tell a story with more accuracy and insight 

than the interview method of fact-gathering prescribed by conventional journalism.   

Professional ethics codes that guide journalism norms, such as the Society of 

Professional (SPJ) Code of Ethics, criticize many of literary journalism’s practices 

seemingly through its wording and exclusion of its specialized practices.  In essence, the 

SPJ Code provides a mixed message to journalists.  In its section “Act Independently”, 

the code requires journalists to follow a deontological ethical theory with principles that 
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define a specific right and wrong way to make decisions (See Appendix A).  Two other 

sections, “Seek Truth” and “Minimize Harm”, align more with a utilitarian ethical theory 

in that the guidelines encourage journalists to act in a manner that best fits the situation 

(See Appendix A).  This mixed message allows for some interpretation on ethical matters 

by journalists, but it does not provide ethical guidance for narrative literary journalists 

who need assistance with dilemmas they encounter that are outside the realm of what 

conventional feature writers experience.   

Because a professional ethics code doesn’t exist for narrative literary journalists, 

these writers are forced to rely more on their conscience and moral standards learned 

from their personal life experience.  In exercising their conscience and personal moral 

code, narrative literary journalists’ professional standards seem to align more with 

existential ethical theory and virtue ethics, which should be included in the SPJ Code of 

Ethics or possibly as the basis for a separate code of ethics that covers nonconventional 

journalists.    

This existential theory would invoke the “ideological definition of objectivity” 

and “would improve ethical behavior by developing an existential ethic emphasizing 

individual responsibility” (Stoker, 1995, p. 5).  Existential journalism focuses on the 

journalist, but in a realistic way.  In John Merrill’s 1996 book Existential Journalism, 

Merrill defined existentialism as “a philosophy of the subject rather than of the object; 

this, of course, shifts the emphasis for the existential journalist from an obsession with 

the thing or person he is writing about to his perception of what is being reported” 

(Merrill, 1996, p. 29).    
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Merrill (1996) argued that humans are subjective beings and when one tries to 

practice objectivity, that person in not authentic.  He stressed that an existential journalist 

is free to be authentic instead of another predictable impersonal journalist in the system.  

Merrill also said that existential journalism encourages its practitioners to develop their 

integrity as well as become more responsible to society in reporting information with the 

authority they gain by becoming experts in a subject.  That expertise combines with their 

personal life background and experiences to assist them in making good ethical decisions. 

Although the participants in this study exhibited characteristics aligned with existential 

journalism, their core beliefs and conduct demonstrate strong traits based in virtue theory.    

Virtue ethics theory is based on the idea that morality or virtues produce people of 

good character—individuals who are good people because their core character compels  

and enables them to spontaneously do what is good or inspires others (Pojman & Fieser, 

2009). This theory doesn’t just involve doing the right thing, but it includes having the  

correct motivations and disposition.  It is about “actions, character, emotions, and moral  

habits” (p. 147).  When narrative literary journalist Lane DeGregory assured Danielle’s 

 (the feral child) adoptive parents that she would not depict her as an animal because of  

her wild behavior, DeGregory make that decision based on her virtuous character.  

DeGregory portrayed Danielle as a neglected, abandoned human child in need 

because it was the right thing; the good thing to do; the most virtuous thing to do.  By 

treating Danielle as a fragile human being, DeGregory demonstrated the virtues of  

kindness and fairness.   

 Virtue theorists like to discuss lists of virtuous character traits as derived from a  
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few different sources including two main Western philosophies:  the Greek philosopher 

 Plato and the New Testament of the Bible.  Plato’s cardinal virtues as classified by some  

theorists include “wisdom, temperance, courage, and justice” (Pojman & Fieser, 2009, p.  

147).  The New Testament list has been classified as theological virtues—faith, hope, and 

 charity/love. 

   Another source of virtue characteristics come from the Eastern morality ideals of  

“truth, purity, nonviolence, and self-control. Confucius said that perfect virtue consists of  

the five qualities of courtesy, generosity, honesty, persistence, and kindness.” (Pojman & 

 Fieser, 2009, p. 147).  Confucius’ Golden Mean considered “human excellence  

dependent on character rather than social position” (Christians, et. al, 2009, p. 14).  He 

 argued that a virtuous person exhibited traits such as kindness and generosity but above 

 all had a character balanced—“the mean between two extremes”.  The Golden Mean 

 emphasized “Equilibrium and Harmony—the universal path all should pursue”.   

Pojman and Fieser (2009) said the lists of virtuous traits recognized by Confucius  

as well as Aristotle and most ethical theorists are generally divided into two types: 1.)  

Moral, which includes honesty, benevolence, fairness, kindness, and gratitude; and 2.)  

Non-moral, which includes courage, self-control, patience, and optimism.  Theorists also 

 consider these lists as “principles of action, not the essence of morality” (p. 148).   

Aristotle considered these virtuous moral actions essential to an individual’s  

Proper function in society. He considered virtue a matter of character more than of  

conduct. He argued that virtuous character is necessary for humans to achieve life  

fulfillment and happiness—and moral virtues could not be taught—they must be caught.  
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These must be modeled, lived, and exampled by moral individuals in order to be learned 

by others (Christians et. al, 2009; Pojman & Fieser, 2009). The basis of a virtuous  

person’s actions is dependent on the moral model’s character that the virtuous individual 

 has chosen to imitate.   

All of the journalists interviewed for this study credit their moral character to a 

role model whose lives demonstrated the virtues of kindness, fairness, honesty, 

generosity, compassion, and truth.  These chosen moral models provide a direct 

correlation between the journalists’ ethical values and virtue ethical theory.  By following 

the example of his role models, Tim Madigan said that he has also found fulfillment in 

viewing his work as “an act of service” to society (March 10, 2014, personal 

communication). 
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Notes: 

1 Award-winning Washington correspondent Helen Thomas, 90, was engulfed in an 

unexpected controversy following comments she made in May 2010 to Rabbi David 

Nesenoff of RabbiLive.com about Israel’s involvement in Palestine.   Initially, SPJ 

leadership considered it a lapse of judgment on her part and did not take action.  Thomas 

posted an apology on her website, but she later defended her statement, which prompted a 

multitude of organizations to pressure SPJ leaders to penalize Thomas.  When SPJ 

leaders retired the award, they received even heavier criticism—this time from SPJ 

members.  

.    
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Narrative literary journalists primarily employ the immersion reporting method 

and observation of participants to gather information, and a large part of that method 

includes in-depth interviews with subjects.  They use these methods in order to observe 

gestures and mannerisms that define individuals in each culture and level of society as 

well as to gain in-depth knowledge concerning the subjects’ experiences.  These are 

details and nuances that most conventional journalists do not consider for inclusion in 

news stories and features because of the limited time allowed to gather facts and because 

of ethical constraints placed on conventional journalists.  Although the interview method 

is used primarily in this type of study, it is considered a relatively new research method. 

Formal interviewing as a method of fact-gathering didn’t exist until after World 

War II.  Until that time, American researchers didn’t consider asking strangers personal 

questions in order to obtain information for articles or other research purposes.  Benny & 

Hughes (1956) said that “individuals weren’t always viewed as important sources of 

knowledge about their own experiences” (p. 4).  They added that this mindset was mainly 

prevalent due to the manner in which Americans conducted business prior to WWII.  

People spend much time interacting face-to-face with business merchants and socially, so 

it would seem odd for someone to conduct an interview another in order to gather 

information about personal issues. 
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Following WWII, a survey interview method was introduced to the public as a 

means of soliciting public opinion on societal and political issues.  This allowed everyone 

to express their personal opinions in a way that it would be added to the larger public 

opinion, and it allowed individuals to maintain a level of privacy important to them.  This 

gave birth to the personal interview method of fact-gathering (Benney & Hughes, 1956; 

Weiss, 1994; Atkinson & Silverman, 1997; Gubruim and Holstein, 2002).  Personal 

interviewing offers researchers an opportunity to delve deeply into a subject’s knowledge 

and experiences.  

In his book about qualitative interviewing, Weiss (1994) said that one can access 

a full range of an individual’s experiences.  “Interviewing is a virtual window on that 

experience—a kind of universal panopticon” (p. 1).  Weiss used the term panopticon to 

explain how in-depth interviewing provides insight into those experiences that keep the 

observer-interviewer hidden yet focuses on the subject.  This level of fact-gathering and 

observation aren’t accessible through superficial methods.   

Journalists and researchers search for authentic knowledge through in-depth 

interviewing because they want to get at the depth of a person’s experiences.  Johnson 

(2002) said it is because of “the desire to really know” the individual subject.  This 

method allows the researcher or journalist to observe and experience “intimate gestures 

that reveal the phenomenal depths of the individual subject at the center of our shared 

concerns” (p. 105-108).    

Because this study’s purpose was to explore the ethical dilemmas faced by literary 

journalists, in-depth interviewing was the methodology used to accomplish that purpose.  
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This method was chosen because it facilitated gathering the depth of qualitative 

information necessary for the study through the extended one-on-one interviews with the 

participants.  These interviews were conducted with experienced literary journalists who 

have been or are currently conventional journalists.   

In-depth interviewing allows the level of intimacy-building necessary for a mutual 

exchange of deep personal information between the interviewer and subject through face-

to-face interaction.  It also promotes a commitment by both parties to a series of long 

interview sessions necessary to the purpose of the interviewing process (Weiss, 1994; 

Atkinson and Silverman, 1997; Johnson, 2002).   

Although in-depth interviewing provides advantages to obtaining knowledge 

about experiences, it does come with some ethical risks.   When a researcher digs deeply, 

many times it elicits personal information about the participant, and sometimes affects 

the researcher personally as well (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997).  It may open insights 

into previously well-hidden personal feelings and perceptions of issues or other people.  

This method may also cause a subject to reveal information about deviant or illegal 

activities, which could have serious consequences for the subject if that information is 

published (Neuman, 1994; Weiss, 1994).  The variations of what a participant reveals 

during an in-depth interview are so numerous that it makes it difficult for a researcher to 

fully anticipate the consequences of deep probing.  Some researchers suggest practicing 

specific principles in order to limit and adequately manage ethical risks. 

One of those principles involves taking whatever means necessary to protect 

research participants (Neuman, 1994).  Scarce (1994) argued that researchers should be 
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particularly careful to protect interpretations of information gathered from subjects—it 

can be vague and unclear.  Some researchers propose that subjects’ information should 

also be protected physically by keeping all materials coded and locked in a safe cabinet 

or a safety deposit box to prevent mishandling of the information as detailed in 

Humphreys (1970).  Protection for research participants also includes protecting 

communities as well as individuals.  Gubruim and Holstein (2002) propose that 

researchers must be concerned about the reputation and social prestige of participants and 

the social groups or communities they belong to.  This involves such communities as 

participants’ occupations, religious organizations, and professions.   

Researchers suggest that while it is important to include the above elements in 

research, there is another principle that is crucial.  “The most ethical imperative is to tell 

the truth” (Johnson, 2002).   Scholars have varying opinions on how to manage the truth-

telling aspect of qualitative in-depth research studies.  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) 

discussed how important this issue has become during the early 21st century by referring 

to it as “the postmodern moment” (p. 3).  They argued that this has caused a problem of 

“representation” and “legitimation for qualitative research”.  To counter these problems, 

Denzin, (1997) proposes that researchers should deliberately “empathize” with the 

participants’ individually and deliberately “sympathize” with the social and political 

goals of participants (p. 53-89).  Some other researchers disagree with these solutions.  

Lofland (1995) as well as Altheide and Johnson (1994) argue that by assuming 

that standpoint,  a researcher overlooks some important ethical issues because of the 

complicated situations involved in many researchers’ work.  These scholars contended 
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that many studies involve layers of perspectives and interpretations that cannot be 

managed well using Denzin’s (1997) proposal.  They also asked the question about how 

Denzin’s standpoint creates a problem concerning whose values would be prevalent in 

the final version of the study—that of the informants or the researchers.   

Some scholars provide an alternative way to manage these ethical issues.  

Emerson and Pollner (1992) suggested that researchers should present the final report to 

individual participants for a review concerning their overall impressions of the findings 

about them.  After individual participants reviewed and provided feedback on his study, 

Rochford (1992) concluded that this may not be a good plan—it was quite problematic.  

He said that among the problems, it created some disagreement among the participants 

about what they considered accurate interpretations.   

Reiman (1979) suggested that the ultimate way to test whose values are prevalent 

in the study is to consider whether the published report results enriches the researcher’s 

career or the subject’s autonomy.  While scholars suggest varying methods of managing 

ethical issues, Johnson (2002) says that “Even in a postmodern age characterized by little 

consensus on the answers to such ethical issues, the questions stay with us to haunt our 

enterprise” (p. 116).  

Another way to minimize ethical risks lies within a required element of in-depth 

interviewing.  Risks for the researcher and subjects can be minimized by carefully 

composing the interview questions.  This method involves composing an interview 

instrument with questions designed to serve the two-fold purpose: (1) to foster a mutual 

trust and professional self-disclosure for an atmosphere of honesty and authenticity.  (2) 
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To elicit the depth of information sought concerning the ethical dilemmas experienced by 

the subjects and the course of action taken by each to solve those dilemmas.   Composing 

the right questions stems from a theoretical framework.  

The five participants involved in this study are narrative literary journalists who 

have a long list of published articles and some are also published book authors.  They are 

active journalists who continue to add to their list of publications, therefore they did not 

shy away from having their names revealed in this study.  These narrative journalists 

conduct their work focused on honesty, transparency, and presenting truth, which 

parallels their reasoning for allowing the use of their names in this study. By doing so, 

their risks are somewhat similar to the risks they face with their published stories and 

books; their reputation as ethical journalists is at risk.  However, this study could be more 

risky to their reputations because it is focused on how they resolve ethical dilemmas 

instead of how they weave a story together.  

 This study involved the use of Grounded Theory characterized by simultaneous 

data collection and theory formation.  In order to further reduce risk, all interviews have 

been recorded using an electronic recording device as well as hand-written notes.   

 

Grounded Theory Method 

In order to give the depth and scope needed for most studies, a theory is usually 

chosen by the researcher before the actual study is conducted, but grounded theory 

develops during the research study.   This method was introduced by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) in what was considered a pioneering book—The Discovery of Grounded Theory.  
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Scholars such as Charmaz (1983) say that Glaser and Strauss’ book provided “a strong 

intellectual rationale for using qualitative research to develop theoretical analyses” (p. 

109).   Since their discovery of Grounded Theory, other scholars have explicated and 

expanded this method as well as criticized it.  Grounded theorists conduct discovery 

research and theory development together rather than developing a theoretical standpoint 

before conducting research.  Glaser (1978) further explained that Grounded theorists do 

not rely directly on literature to form their ideas instead they focus on data gathered 

during the first stages of their research.  They form their processes from this information 

because they believe that they should develop their analyses independently. 

Grounded theory also differs from the conventional, quantitative research 

methods of data verification, instead it makes further more specific observations and 

conduct their research in more than one setting to confirm their developing ideas.  

Charmaz (1983) argued that because grounded theorists use such ordered methods to 

refine emerging topics, their efforts are frequently confused with quantitative verification 

methods, but it “merely indicates a division of labor” (p. 111).  This in turn leads to how 

grounded theorists study process in that discovering theoretical meaning in social life is 

in itself a process.  This allows the analyses to be expanded with more work by the 

original researcher or by another theorist examining different questions using the same 

data.   

 In this study, themes discovered during the participants’ interviews were 

identified and discussed in correlation with ethical behavior, codes, and theory.  
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In-Depth Interviewing Instrument 

Questionnaires were developed (Appendix B) to use in the in-depth interviews in 

order to discover what specific ethical dilemmas the participants experience while 

practicing their craft.  The development of the questions was guided by Charmaz (2002) 

examples in the Handbook for Interview Research:  Context & Method.  She proposes a 

three-stage interviewing process of Initial Open-Ended Questions, Intermediate 

Questions, and Ending Questions.  Charmaz explained that the questions need to produce 

a balance between the participant’s story and discovering processes, therefore the initial 

interview (s) focus on the participant’s story.  Subsequent interviews in the intermediate 

and ending stages focus on “filling out the story by attempting to locate it with a basic 

social process” (p. 678).   The interview questions that will be used for this study are 

listed in Appendix B. 

 

Participants 

About 15-20 journalists were queried to determine the pool of participants.  Those 

who were queried were all narrative literary journalists who had at least five years of 

experience as newspaper journalists and were award-winners.  Narrative literary 

journalists queried came from a snowball sampling method and a convenience sampling 

method.  They were at least 30 years old, and were a combination of both genders and 

four ethnicities:  Asian, Caucasian, Black, and Hispanic.   

The narrative journalists who were accepted as participants met three 

qualifications for this study:  1) They had at least five years of experience as a newspaper 
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reporter before becoming a narrative literary journalist; 2) They were multiple award-

winners; 3) They made a time commitment to the in-depth interviewing method 

necessary to complete this study.   

The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with each narrative journalist for 

five to 10 hours.  The in-depth interviews revealed that the five participants shared 

similar experiences with ethical dilemmas.  These journalists also drew upon similar 

values to determine their methods of handling those dilemmas.  These experiences are 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 

IN-DEPTH DISCUSSION WITH FIVE NARRATIVE  

LITERARY JOURNALISTS 

 

Jeff Guinn 

Jeff Guinn is a 25-year, award-winning newspaper journalist, narrative journalist 

and author of more than 15 books including his latest publication, Manson:  The Life and 

Times of Charles Manson.   This chapter will detail the experiences of Guinn and four 

other journalists who have worked as newspaper and narrative literary journalists, 

particularly concerning ethical dilemmas in their narrative journalism work.   

Guinn began delving into the untold life story of infamous convicted murderer 

Charles Manson in 2010, and the book was published in 2013.  His research into 

Manson’s childhood began with a rumor about living relatives and revealed there were 

two family members who no one had ever spoken with concerning Manson.  Guinn’s 

journey to contact Manson’s sister and first cousin was difficult because they had gone to 

a lot of trouble to hide; to never be found, even to the point of changing their names and 

historical facts on tombstones (J. Guinn, personal communication, April 30, 2014). This 

presented Guinn with an ethical dilemma.  “Here were people who buried their contact 

information deeply—who don’t ever want to be associated with Manson—so, how do I 

ethically continue to seek them”? 

He decided that the public deserved the truth about Charles Manson, so he would 

continue to pursue the sources, but he would do it in a way that would align with his 
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ethical standards—one he said that he learned from journalist mentors—people he 

admired greatly.  Guinn’s strategy to contact Manson’s relatives included sending a 

registered letter first asking for permission to meet with them to discuss his book plans.  

He told them he would meet with them where they were the most comfortable.  In the 

letter, he promised to protect their identity and gave them the option to refuse to help 

him.  They agreed to converse first through a phone call, which then led to a personal 

visit.  They eventually came to an agreement that he would only use their first names, he 

would not describe them physically, and he would not disclose anything that would 

reveal where they lived.   

Even though Guinn was able to obtain their cooperation, he said that he still 

struggled with the fact that he was “asking people to go against their instincts with no real 

reward in it for them.  “Somebody else could find them—if I did, someone else sure 

could” (J. Guinn, personal communication, April 30, 2014).  For this and other ethical 

reasons, Guinn sends the transcript to his sources before it is published for them to check 

the accuracy. He also wants them to know what to expect before publication, and then he 

also sends each source a copy of the book.  Guinn’s ethical commitment includes making 

sure sources are not misrepresented—he doesn’t embellish their words—he always keeps 

his promises.  Guinn is also committed to not misrepresenting himself.   

During a visit with a potential source who had been a Manson follower, Guinn  

said the source wanted to talk about his religious conversion—the faith that “saved him” 

from the evil life he’d lived with Manson.  The source said he would not talk about 

Manson until after he told Guinn about his Christianity.  From his experience, Guinn 
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knew that about 90 percent of a conversation with sources for a topic like this was not 

really about the topic, so he listened.  But, then the source demanded to know if Guinn 

was “saved.”  Guinn tried to redirect the conversation, but the source was adamant about 

knowing Guinn’s spiritual status.  When Guinn would not discuss that, the source 

stopped the conversation and refused to speak to him further.   

Guinn was frustrated at losing this key source, but he knew he had done the right 

thing by not discussing his personal beliefs or lying about them just to get the interview 

(J. Guinn, personal communication, April 30, 2014).  Mike Cochran, one of Guinn’s 

mentors, said that Guinn was frustrated almost to the point of discouragement, but after 

he consulted with his mentors and editors, their encouragement helped him continue to 

seek other important sources. Ones who would talk to him without demanding that he 

discuss his beliefs or conform to their standard of beliefs—something he will not 

compromise. He sees this situation differently from ones that are non-ethical 

compromises that most narrative journalists make in order to retain source cooperation.  

 One such compromise was one that most narrative journalists don’t experience  

in their career.  For the Manson book, part of his fact-finding research involved 

interviewing Manson’s disciples in prison.  But, visiting prisoners in a maximum security 

prison is not an easy task.  For each visit, he had to submit to a thorough body search 

before admittance—a rather humiliating experience.  He considered it a necessary 

compromise to present a true story.   

Another source who helped Guinn was Vincent Bugliosi, one of the authors of 

Helter Skelter, the most famous book about Charles Manson. Bugliosi had helped Guinn 
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a lot and wrote a favorable review for Guinn’s book cover, but then he changed his mind.  

During his interviews with key sources, Guinn learned that Bugliosi was not popular with 

them, so that fact was reflected in Guinn’s book.  Bugliosi wanted Guinn to remove that 

information from his book, but Guinn knew it wasn’t an accuracy error and felt it was 

important to the context of the book.  When he refused to remove the information, 

Bugliosi retracted his review.  It was not a compromise that Guinn was willing to make.  

Guinn began his narrative literary work while working as a reporter.  He left  

newspaper work in 2006, but his many years as a newspaper journalist helped develop his 

professional ethical standards.  He had some “great mentors” at The Dallas Morning 

News and the Star-Telegram.  These experienced, older reporters—his mentors—met 

with him each morning to give advice about stories he was pursuing and writing.  They 

made time to teach him how to become an ethical, responsible journalist.  Guinn said this 

type of mentoring was encouraged highly by editors then, but it isn’t readily available for 

young reporters at most newspapers today.  The reporting staffs have been reduced 

greatly, and the majority of the experienced reporters have been laid off—there isn’t 

anyone left to mentor the new reporters.   

Many of the values he learned during his time as a newspaper reporter carried into 

his narrative journalism work.  Some of the differences that he has experienced involve 

spending much more time with sources, which poses problems in presenting sources as 

they are—not leaving out the flaws.  There is a tendency to sympathize with some 

sources because of the trauma and pain in their lives.  This doesn’t happen at the same 

depth in news reporting as it does in narrative literary journalism work.  “You just go 
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in—ask—write.  You talk to people differently” for news stories than for narrative 

journalism (J. Guinn, personal communication, April 30, 2014). 

 Although Guinn attributed much of his professional standards to colleagues, he 

said that the core ethical standards that drive his decisions come from a deeper source.  

They came from values and ethical behavior that were instilled in his character by his 

grandmother.  She became the model of strong ethical values for nine grandsons 

including Guinn.  His grandmother told them to “always pick right or suffer the 

consequences.  She didn’t have time for explanations.  She loved us dearly and strongly 

encouraged us to tell the truth.  She is always with me” (J. Guinn, personal 

communication, April 30, 2014).   

Guinn said he is facing some new ethical challenges in researching for his book 

about the deceased cult leader Jim Jones.  His book will reveal information not detailed 

before in other accounts of Jim Jones’ life and the infamous mass suicide.  He will dispel 

some of the myths surrounding the cult leader.  Guinn has discovered that two of Jones’ 

sons survived the Jonestown tragedy, but he must decide how to ethically proceed in 

order to be true to the story, and to the sources.  Although one son has agreed to talk with 

Guinn, he could change his mind at any point in the conversations, so Guinn is prepared 

for a reversal.  “I have to be fully prepared for him not to talk, and I need to be able to 

understand why he may not talk to me—it’s a painful subject” (J. Guinn, personal 

communication, April 30, 2014).   

Some of the information that Guinn has uncovered includes what most believe 

was the sole method of the mass suicide.  “The phrase, ‘Drinking the Kool-Aid’ has 
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become quite popular since Jonestown, but it wasn’t Kool-Aid, and the poisonous fluid 

was injected and forced on some of the victims” (J. Guinn, personal communication, 

April 30, 2014).  Guinn is pursuing the truth about this tragedy, as he does with each 

story, using the values that have been instilled in him by valued mentors.    

 

Mike Cochran 

Mike Cochran, one of Jeff Guinn’s mentors, spent 45-years as a news reporter for 

the Associated Press (AP) and the Fort Worth Star-Telegram in Texas.  Guinn considers 

Cochran “the greatest interviewer that ever was.  I learned more from him after one hour 

than in four years of journalism school” (J. Guinn, personal communication, April 30, 

2014).   

Cochran is considered a legend among journalists in Texas.  He has won multiple 

awards and written five books—two about the murder case and trial of Fort Worth, 

Texas, oil billionaire T. Cullen Davis.  Cochran covered infamous incidents such as the 

assassination of former President John F. Kennedy in Dallas, and subsequently the death 

of Lee Harvey Oswald.  He also was an accidental pall bearer for Oswald.  “There were 

mainly reporters and photographers at the funeral.  The minister asked who the pall 

bearers were and no one spoke up, so after a minute, one of the UPI reporters said he 

would do it.  I sure wasn’t going to let him show me up—so I said I would do it, too” 

(Cochran, July 13, 2014).   

During Cochran’s time as a reporter, he covered the Cullen Davis murder case in 

the mid- 1970s for the Associated Press, and during his fact-gathering pursuits was given 
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off-the-record information about Davis’ guilt by two key people who Davis had 

confessed his guilt to before the trial.  Cochran said that he had cringed when he couldn’t 

use the information before the trial.  “I really stewed about having to keep this 

information off-the-record, but I made a commitment to never betray a source (M. 

Cochran, personal communication, May 28, 2014). 

In his first book about Davis, he could not reveal the confessions nor the sources 

who told him about it because the information was given to him off-the-record, but in his 

second book, 10 years after the first one, the information that Cochran revealed would 

have convicted Davis if it had been presented in court.  But, Cochran had the chance to 

use that information after Davis’ murder trial.  Just before his first book about Davis was 

published, a jury acquitted Davis of the conspiracy to commit murder charge. During the 

10 years between his books about Cullen Davis, more information came to Cochran from 

some legitimate sources about Davis’ involvement in the murder.  This time, the 

information was given to Cochran on-the-record.    

Cochran said that he used somewhat different methods to gather information for 

his books than when he gathered news for Associated Press or Star-Telegram stories.  

News stories for a newspaper story usually just involved brief interviews with sources 

and writing the story as objectively as possible.  Narrative journalism writing for non-

fiction books involves spending a lot more time researching and a lot more time with 

sources.  It also allowed him to present more information, more of the story, without the 

restrictions of objectivity.  Cochran said that he handled most ethical dilemmas while 

working as a narrative journalist similar to the way he handled them while working as a 
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news reporter. “I make deals—agreements—and I don’t break them” (M. Cochran, 

personal communication, May 28, 2014).   

Cochran credits Cecil “Pop” Shuford, director of the North Texas State University 

(now University of North Texas) journalism school, for teaching him ethical journalistic 

values.  He became Cochran’s mentor.  “Ethics was a big thing with Pop, he said never 

betray anyone.  He was tough and terrifying.  I came to love him” (M. Cochran, personal 

communication, May 28, 2014).  Shuford instilled the value in Cochran that keeps him 

from ever betraying an agreement.     

Another ethical dilemma Cochran remembers occurred while he was writing his 

third book, one about a Texas oil tycoon and want-to-be politician, Clayton “Claytie” W. 

Williams Jr.  Williams hired Cochran to write his biography:  Claytie: The Roller-

Coaster Life of a Texas Wildcatter.  Cochran’s commitment included telling the truth, 

which involved portraying Williams accurately, flaws and all, but Williams did not 

always agree with Cochran’s version of an accurate portrayal.  There were some 

prominent Texas politicians that Williams made some harsh comments about, so Cochran 

included those in the book because he believed those comments were important to paint a 

true picture of Williams’ personality.  Williams disagreed with him, so Cochran wrestled 

with how to proceed.  He decided to compromise with Williams on some of the changes 

because Williams hired him to write the book, so he agreed to delete some of the harsh 

comments and include some of Williams’ opinions if he could keep some other important 

information in the book.  Williams agreed to that plan.  If that had been a story for the 

Associated Press (AP) or for the Star-Telegram, Cochran said he would not have 
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compromised.  “One of the worst things for an AP reporter to hear was ‘Bulletin Kill’, 

which meant there was an inaccuracy or opinion—those kinds of errors in the story” (M. 

Cochran, personal communication, May 28, 2014).   

Cochran, along with some of the other interviewed journalists, explained that 

these types of negotiations are common when writing narrative journalistic stories.  They 

consult with the source (s) about the accuracy of quotes, and sometimes even when the 

story is not being funded by the source, they have to compromise on small points in order 

to bring the larger story to the public.   

 

Lane DeGregory 

Pulitzer Prize-winner Lane DeGregory has also negotiated with several sources 

concerning material they wanted kept out of a story or how they wanted the subject 

portrayed in the story.  As a news reporter, negotiating with sources didn’t happen, but 

working as a narrative journalist involved treating sources differently, so as not to betray 

the trust gained during the many hours, months, and sometimes years spent with sources.     

Much like Mike Cochran and Jeff Guinn, DeGregory, a multiple award-winning 

journalist, learned a lot about journalistic ethical standards as a news reporter, but she 

eventually grew tired of the limitations of objective news writing.   She realized this 

when she covered a horrible accident scene involving multiple deaths in one family 

during the Christmas season—among them were a grandmother and granddaughter.  

They all drowned, and there were some wrapped Christmas presents in the vehicle for 

other family members they were on their way to see.  It was so bad that the first 
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responders were crying, DeGregory said (personal communication, March 12, 2014).   As 

a news reporter, she had to cover the hard, cold facts, but there were so many emotions 

and so much depth to the story that she felt needed to be told.  As a news reporter, she 

was restricted from going further to delve deeper into the story.       

DeGregory spent 10 years as a news reporter for the Virginian-Pilot in Norfolk,  

Virginia, before she had the opportunity to write some narrative stories for a magazine.  

She fell in love with that style of journalism.  When she moved to Florida, she joined the 

staff of the Tampa Bay Times, and she jumped at the opportunity to work as a narrative 

journalist with the new enterprise team at the newspaper. The enterprise team specializes 

in long-form narrative journalism stories such as the series that she won the Pulitzer Prize 

for, The Girl in the Window, discussed in Chapter I of this study.  DeGregory discussed 

some ethical dilemmas that she struggled with during the months spent with the family 

who adopted Danielle “Dani”, the feral child featured in The Girl in the Window.  

The Lierow family initially did not consent to having a story written about Dani, 

the feral child.  They feared that the child would be portrayed as an animal because after 

being abandoned from infancy until she was found at 8 years old, Danielle had to be 

taught how normal humans behaved.  DeGregory and a social worker had to convince the 

family that Dani would be treated fairly in the story.  During several of her visits, 

DeGregory witnessed Dani’s animalistic behavior and believed that some of it was 

relevant enough to include in the story in order to depict the devastation of extreme child 

abandonment.  Knowing the family’s concern about how Dani would be portrayed, 
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DeGregory grappled with whether she should include the most graphic behavior in the 

story.  Her editor helped her sort through the dilemma:   

He asked me if I had another scene that would provide the same information.  I  

did have one, so we didn’t use that particular graphic scene.  I felt the original one 

was most compelling, but the editor did not think it was right to use that one (L. 

DeGregory, personal communication, April 23, 2014).    

 

DeGregory said that she fell in love with Dani and the family and had to fight 

those feelings in order to be true to her standards.  She had determined in discussions 

with her photographer that she would be honest in the story and show all aspects “even 

the bruises on the apple” (L. DeGregory, personal communication, April 23, 2014).   She 

said that was hard to do especially when she had to interview Dani’s biological mother.  

 DeGregory did not want to talk with the child’s mother for several reasons, but 

her editor pushed her hard about it.  One of those reasons involved her own maternal 

feelings, and another was because she felt that talking to the woman was a betrayal of the 

adoptive parents.  “It was hard for me to fathom how a mother can totally abandon a 

child.  One of my children was the same age as Dani.  I had mommy-anger” (L. 

DeGregory, personal communication, March 17, 2014).  She said her editor was right in 

making her interview the woman—it made a difference in the story.  DeGregory said that 

this wasn’t the only story that presented her with unexpected ethical dilemmas. 

One such story involved information about how many people die from 

prescription drug addiction.  She said it was the “hardest, most physically exhausting 
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story” that she has ever done (L. DeGregory, personal communication, March 17, 2014).   

For the story, she followed three people who had appeared in the Florida drug court for a 

year, and the story eventually became about only one of the original three.  One of her 

worst dilemmas was how to handle a source’s illegal behavior while she was present 

observing that behavior while gathering information for the story.   

The activities included using illegal drugs after serving required time in a 

rehabilitation facility.  “We [the photographer and DeGregory] were in tough places 

watching them pull all-nighters.  They kept asking us for help with every problem, and 

we had to keep telling them no, we can’t do it.  They lied and sold dope” (L. DeGregory, 

personal communication, March 17, 2014).   

DeGregory and her photographer decided that they had to be true to the story and 

would only call authorities if someone overdosed or if there was a life-threatening 

situation.  She said that they were allowed to observe these behaviors because the source 

knew they would not be turned in to the authorities.  Although the Tampa Bay Times’ 

editors help DeGregory sort through some ethical dilemmas, in many of these tough 

situations, DeGregory said she draws on the ethics she learned from Ron Speer, her 

editor/mentor at the Virginian Pilot.   

Speer was a Pulitzer Prize-winner and had been sent to the Outer Banks bureau to 

“fix” an ethical problem created by a headline written by one of the newspaper’s editors.  

DeGregory worked at that bureau.  “He was that best thing that happened to me 

professionally. He was very judicious, respectful, and he became my role model.  He was 
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an honest, fair, and compassionate man, writer and editor” (L. DeGregory, personal 

communication, March 12, 2014). 

 She also credits her parents for instilling core values in her character that she 

depends on, but feels she has expanded on those values.  She said that her mother was 

very critical of people without trying to understand them, but DeGregory said that she has 

become a champion for the underdog—she delves deeply into people’s lives.  “They [my 

parents] had high standards and values.  They were church-goers, very proper—they 

followed rules and commandments.  They taught me to treat people fairly” (L. 

DeGregory, personal communication, April 23, 2014).   

All journalists at some point in their career find themselves wanting to champion 

people they consider underdogs such as DeGregory experienced with the feral child 

story.  Most journalists also have to deal with mentally ill people without the advantage 

of formal training to handle them adequately. For narrative journalists, these types of 

situations seem to happen more often and are more intense than the experiences of  

conventional journalists.  They sometimes find themselves struggling with guilt about the 

consequences that occur following time spent in the deep-interviewing process.   

 

Lenora LaPeter Anton 

This was one of the ethical dilemmas that narrative journalist Leonora LaPeter 

Anton of the Tampa Bay Times experienced when she spent time pursuing a story about a 

woman with a misunderstood genital disorder.  She found this story through a Craigslist 

entry.  A woman was looking for a neurosurgeon to help her with a rare genital-arousal 
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disorder.  The woman’s insurance company wouldn’t cover the problems any longer, and 

there seemed to be no cure for her situation.  Gretchen Molannen, the afflicted woman, 

was also trying to get approved for disability benefits. The lack of help caused pain and 

despair for Molannen.   Anton had a lot of misgivings about writing the story, but she 

interviewed a lot of involved people, relied on her editors’ advice and pressed forward.   

“I knew these stories serve as a public service, so I just kept going” (L.L. Anton, personal 

communication, March 17, 2014) 

Although Molannen wanted Anton to write the story to make more people aware 

of what people with the disorder suffered, Molannen committed suicide the night before 

the story was published.  After Molannen’s suicide, Anton experienced a lot of harshness 

and guilt.  It was her biggest ethical dilemma so far.  “Sometimes you need to look out 

for them [sources] and make sure they are healthy enough to talk to you.  You need to 

look closer at motives—be aware of the motivations of the subject to be in the story.  I 

asked myself ‘Was I her suicide note?’” (L.L. Anton, March 17, 2014).    

Anton tried to contact Molannen’s psychiatrist before the story was published, but 

HIPPA laws prevented her from giving Anton information, however she was able to talk 

with her after Molannen’s suicide.  Molannen’s psychiatrist gave Anton some insight 

about Molannen’s condition, which helped her prepare the follow-up story and gain a 

better understanding of suicide.  Anton said she also looked back on her interviews with 

Molannen and recognized some warning signs after the fact.  She took some comfort in 

the fact that all of her records supported her statements and the story.  However, it has 

affected the way she views sources.  “I have been afraid of unbalanced people since 
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Gretchen—well, I am more wary than scared” (L.L. Anton, personal communication, 

March 17, 2014).   

She needed to write the follow-up story but wasn’t sure how to accomplish it.  “I 

analyzed the SPJ Code of Ethics and other information afterward, but I had questions 

such as was it [writing the follow-up story] self-serving?  Was it not honest?  Shouldn’t 

someone else write it?  Could I be objective about it?  My editors told me to read a lot 

about women who commit suicide.  I set out to be as honest as possible, and people 

responded well to it” (L.L. Anton, March 17, 2014).  Anton is committed to presenting 

the truth in her writing—“I don’t veer off the truth no matter what fight may come from a 

source.  I tell the right and true story.  That is my ultimate goal”. 

She dealt with a lot of “fight” from at least one source during the three years that 

she pursued a story about the Florida divorce court.  Her story focused on a particular 

couple and the wife was not cooperative.  For the first year and a half, the wife would not 

talk to Anton, however the husband was obsessed with the court case and talked for hours 

at a time, Anton lamented (personal communication, April 7, 2014).  “I had to read a lot 

of lines [from the story] to him.  He was very annoying and not a good person.  He would 

not have given a bum a dollar, so it was hard for me to read stuff to him”.  Anton won’t 

let a source alter a story, so she would let him read it to only fact-check, and she was 

quite nervous as he did that.   

Terry Power, the husband, approached Anton to be in her story, but he wanted her 

on his side.  She knew her values would not let that happen.  When the wife finally 

agreed to talk to her, she let her know that she would present the truth, which is what 
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Anton felt she did.  “Sometimes, it would seem as if the wife was the underdog, and 

sometimes in the story it would seem as if the husband was the victim in the divorce. 

That is the truth of it. Divorce is hateful” (L.L. Anton, personal communication, April 7, 

2014).    

Anton learned professional journalistic ethics during her 19 years as a news 

reporter.  She said that one of her editors taught ethics in college, and she learned a lot 

about personal ethics by dealing with him daily.  Becoming a narrative writer was 

“awkward at first”.  She considers herself very ethical—she doesn’t violate her personal 

ethics. “I am desperate to get it right.  I do fact-checking up the wazoo.  I am as fair as 

possible, and it comes from years of experience”.  Her ethical values stem from good 

editors, her parents and her grandparents.  Anton’s fraternal grandparents were British, 

and she admired their strong values very much.  Her father was an insurance adjuster and 

inspector—a strong, ethical person.  Her mother was an archaeologist who modeled 

strong ethical values as well.  “I have a strong, ethical drive to have it all, to be truthful, 

to be honest.  I have a fear of being inaccurate” (L.L. Anton, personal communication, 

April 7, 2014).  Anton said that she is similar to her father on that point.  They are both 

insecure about “being called on the carpet about not doing my best or getting it wrong.  I 

am not religious, but my parents gave me strong values.  Those have never led me 

astray”.   

 

Tim Madigan 
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    Tim Madigan is a multi-award winning journalist and author.  He recently 

accepted an early retirement package from the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, in Fort Worth, 

Texas, so he can pursue his narrative journalism passion more fervently.  Among the 

seven books he has authored are I’m Proud of You (about his personal relationship with 

Fred “Mr.” Rogers), The Burning (about the 1921 Tulsa race riot/massacre), and See No 

Evil (about the David Koresh’s cult war in Waco).  Although he worked as a reporter for 

the Fort Worth Star-Telegram when the tragic event happened, Madigan said he decided 

to write this book as a narrative journalist not a news reporter.  He said that he wanted to 

understand how Koresh followers “fell into this” (March 10, 2014, personal 

communication).  It was a situation that Madigan felt he should include his opinions 

balanced with fact and observations.    

Madigan was not familiar with the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code 

of Ethics before the in-depth interviews for this study occurred.  He operates close within 

his employers’ code of conduct and the ethical values that he learned early in life.  

Madigan credits his father for his ethical values. “What is good in me is because of him.  

He never took any shortcuts, he was inspirational in work and all of life.  He was a 

hardworking, honest, and faithful man—a man of complete integrity” (T. Madigan, 

personal communication, April 2, 2014).  

Madigan has experienced many ethical dilemmas throughout his career such as 

gathering information for a narrative journalism story focused on date rape.  He said there 

is a tendency to be sympathetic with sources who are victims of violent crimes, but he is 

able to separate himself from those feelings. “It’s essential to know people at a deep 
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level.  You go through the process together.  You share some of yourself as well.  It’s 

also natural to have feelings, but my first obligation is to the story –to the fidelity of the 

story” (T. Madigan, personal communication, April 2, 2014).    

Objectivity is something that Madigan, like most narrative journalists, believes is 

not really attainable.  He does not like to write that way, but did so using the inverted 

pyramid early in his professional life as a news journalist.  Madigan likes to get involved 

in the humanness of the story, which includes drama and emotional aspects.  “Truth is not 

equal to objectivity—you have to write with authority.  The first response to the story is 

to the truth as you see it—in context” (T. Madigan, person communication, April 2, 

2014).  

For another story, he spent the last six weeks of a source’s life interviewing 

him—the source knew he was near the end of his life.  Madigan said the time spent with 

the source was a powerful and intimate time.  It was sad when the source died, but he had 

to set all those intense feelings aside—to really detach—in order to write the story.  

“Invariably, over the course of time, you form a personal relationship…you have to be a 

human being first and a journalist second to tell a three-dimensional story” (T. Madigan, 

personal communication, March 10, 2014).  

Showing his humanity to sources is important to Madigan, so he lets them read 

portions of his story before publication and after his editor reads it.  He tells them that he 

would like feedback about the accuracy of the facts only.  Usually, no one “balks” about 

anything, but he did have one situation that caused him a minor dilemma.  It occurred 

when he allowed a source, a retiring popular college coach, to read the in-depth profile 
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he’d written.  Madigan didn’t just let him read it, he went through the entire story with 

the coach. The coach was fine with the story until the online version was published.  He 

called Madigan and told him that he ruined his life because of a part that made him 

appear to be a bad father.  After talking with him a while, Madigan was able to help him 

understand that he would not retract that information. Even though the coach was angry, 

Madigan stood firm on his ethics about presenting the truth in its entirety.   

Decisions such as this are not made because of anything he found in a code of 

ethics, instead he draws on the values learned from his father and from his professional 

journalistic experience.  Madigan said that he when he went through an extremely tough 

time in his life about 20 years ago, what pulled him through it was remembering his 

father’s deep influence. “It was a time of great ups and downs.  I got a lot of awards, but 

that wasn’t the fix I needed—I felt empty.  It was my father, my North Star, that brought 

me back” (T. Madigan, personal communication, April 2, 2014).    

Madigan also cultivated a close relationship with Fred “Mr.” Rogers that further 

cemented his values and helped him through that tough stage of his life.  He said that 

Rogers was one of the most caring, honest, genuine people he ever had the privilege of 

befriending. Although Madigan adhered to his professional ethics to write a story for the 

newspaper and his book about Rogers, he said that Rogers found a way to be a good 

friend and mentor to him.  Madigan said that during the hardest period of his life, he 

realized that he was always seeking his father’s approval—he wanted to make him proud, 

but he had never really heard his father say those words.  One of the most satisfying 

moments of his life happened when Fred Rogers told Madigan that he was proud of him. 
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Madigan said that knowing that meant so much to him.  It gave him an even deeper sense 

of meaning, pride, and worth that propelled him forward.    

 Rogers’ friendship also helped Madigan discover that he wanted to focus on the 

service aspect of his work—that ethically every story he writes is important to society.  

He works to make sure stories aren’t about him, but are more of “an act of service” (T. 

Madigan, personal communication, April 2, 2014).  Fred Rogers’ life and mentorship to 

Madigan compelled him to add a service component to his life that began a few years 

ago.  He has become a motivational speaker as well as a narrative journalist.  His 

motivational work is focused on helping junior high and high school students embrace 

their self-worth, and learn how to achieve a meaningful life based on principles he 

learned from his father, life experience, and Fred Rogers.  He recently expanded his 

motivational speaking work to include his mentorship to adults.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Most conventional journalists conduct themselves using the guidelines of their 

employer’s code of conduct and/or the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of 

Ethics, but, the SPJ Code of Ethics provides little assistance for narrative literary 

journalists, and that has not changed even with the 2014 Code revision, so what have 

these narrative literary journalists relied on to resolve ethical dilemmas? The in-depth 

interviews revealed that narrative journalists have set their own standards and created 

their own moral code as suggested by narrative literary journalists such as Susan Orlean 

and Leon Dash.  These standards have been developed through a combination of factors 

that are shared among narrative literary journalists such as moral character traits 

developed during childhood and through professional mentoring.  

 

Moral Role Models 

The most recurring theme among the participants concerning the basis of their 

ethical values was that of strong moral role models who are family members or 

professional mentors. All five named professional mentors such as other reporters and 

editors, but each also identified at least one person who influenced them greatly, someone 

who had instilled lifelong values in them that they draw upon to make ethical decisions.   

Lane DeGregory, Lenora LaPeter Anton, Jeff Guinn, and Tim Madigan credit one or 

more family members with the shaping of their ethical values.  DeGregory, Guinn, 
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Anton, and Madigan also give credit to a professional who became a role model 

concerning ethical behavior as well.  Mike Cochran was the only one who did not name a 

family member, but he identified one of his journalism professors as his ethical role 

model.  This factor correlates directly with one of the defining principles of virtue ethics 

theory that virtuous and moral behavior must be modeled, lived, and exampled to 

produce virtuous, moral individuals.  

When the participants spoke about these important people in their lives, their 

body language changed. Their voices softened or changed noticeably to a tone that 

demonstrated great affection and respect.  The emphasis they place on the values gained 

from these people in their early years relates directly to another principle of virtue 

ethics—their desire to be that good, moral person who would make their mentors 

proud—the desire to have a virtuous character and to do what is right.  This was apparent 

when Jeff Guinn said that his grandmother is always with him, and she taught him to do 

the right thing or suffer the consequences.   

Tim Madigan revealed this when he said that he always asks himself if he is 

making his dad proud of him, and that his father was an “honest man—a man of complete 

integrity” (April 2, 2014).   

The desire to behave with integrity is a major concern of these journalists.  

Leonora LaPeter Anton said that she has a strong desire to do what is right, a fear of not 

getting things right, which is a character trait that she said comes from her father.  She 

also learned a lot about being fair from an editor who mentored her.  His example 

inspired her personal ethics greatly.    
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These role models helped instill characteristics in these narrative literary 

journalists that compel them to conduct themselves from the basis of good character. 

 

Writing with Authority 

Because narrative journalists spend a vast amount of time immersed in their topic, 

they become experts in the subject, therefore they have an obligation to present the facts 

honestly—to write with authority—which frequently involves the use of subjectivity.  As 

was discussed in the literature review, the public and many news journalists’ perception 

of journalism as objective writing, has caused much criticism of narrative literary 

journalism in the past.   

These interviewed journalists discussed objectivity and subjectivity in association 

with the importance of writing with authority, which is another common theme in their 

principles.  They consider objectivity not an attainable ideal, but see it as a more 

necessary element in news writing.  They also view it as a deterrent to presenting the 

truth and accuracy of a story because after spending many months and years immersed in 

a topic.  They said that to write without authority would be a betrayal of the facts. They 

believe that writing with authority ensures accuracy, fairness, honesty, truth, and balance 

in journalism.  Tim Madigan said that the public deserves the entire picture—the story as 

narrative journalists observe it.  “Truth is not equal to objectivity; you have to write with 

authority.  The first response to the story is to the truth as you see it, in context” (T. 

Madigan, person communication, April 2, 2014).  
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Leonora Anton LaPeter said that people will try to make the story into something 

that is not true.  She said that dealing with this is an “extremely delicate balance to stay 

with the story and not blow people out—to avoid being tossed out of access. Screw bias.  

We are all biased creatures.  We have to be true to the story—write honestly and fairly” 

[March 17, 2014). 

 

Empathizing with Sources/Being Human 

Webb (1974) argued that literary journalists function by drawing upon their  

Human emotions to discover and explore reality.  The interviewees expressed the  

importance of treating sources as humans by allowing themselves to show their  

humanity by revealing parts of themselves to sources and by dealing with emotions  

honestly and compassionately.  They do this sometimes by empathizing with the source, ‘ 

but said they have to be able to keep enough distance in order to present all aspects of the  

source’s personality and story no matter how much they care about the source.   

Lane DeGregory said that she considers herself a “champion for underdogs”  

(March 17, 2014, personal communication), which is what helped her “fall in love with 

Danielle and her adoptive family.  Her care for Danielle along with her humanity and her 

mother’s instincts made it even harder for her to interview Danielle’s biological mother. 

 While working the story about Gretchen Molannen’s struggle to find treatment for 

her unusual genital disorder, Leonora LaPeter Anton had many opportunities to show 

Molannen her humanity without crossing the professional line she had set for herself.   

When Molannen committed suicide, Anton’s compassion turned to guilt—she blamed 
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 herself.  She had trouble not showing her intense emotions after this experience—one  

not experienced by many journalists in their career.  This aspect of her humanity was  

tougher to deal with than any other challenges she had faced.   

Tim Madigan said that in stories such as one that involved sexual abuse and 

another that examined date rape, there is a tendency for a narrative journalist to show his  

or her emotions.  It happens after delving deeply into the pain these sources have  

experienced, and it’s okay to have those feeling, but the first obligation is to the “fidelity  

of the story”—to present the truth without letting emotions skew that.  

After spending an emotionally, intensive six-weeks with a dying legend, he said 

that “over time you build a personal relationship with a source.  You have to be a human 

 being first and a journalist second…but you have to set those feelings aside…to write  

the story”. 

The interviewed journalists also said that part of being human is to make sure that  

sources are not surprised by anything they read in the story—in the book.  By allowing  

the sources to fact-check stories and manuscripts before publication, they further show 

their humanity toward sources.  All of the interviewed journalists said this is an important  

attribute for effective narrative journalists.  
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Compromises/Promises 

Many narrative journalists such as Lane DeGregory do not offer anonymity to 

sources much like the practice of conventional journalists.  Because narrative literary 

journalists spend months and years with sources, they are prone to make compromises 

with sources.  These compromises usually consist of what narrative journalists consider 

trade-offs in order to build deeper trust with a source or to keep from losing an important 

source.  All of the interviewees agreed that allowing a source to change a fact or 

something that would skew the story truth is not a compromise they will make.  They 

believe strongly in being true to the story.   

Unlike DeGregory, narrative journalist Calvin Trillian said that he would make 

necessary compromises to gather information for his stories including not using 

someone’s name if that becomes a point of contention with a source.  It is a compromise 

he is willing to make to bring the story’s truth to the public (Boynton, 2005).   

Jeff Guinn has also compromised with sources concerning not revealing their 

names in order to bring an important story to the public.  He promised Manson’s sister 

and cousin that he would only use their first names in the book, and he also agreed not to 

describe anything that could reveal their location.   
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Although Lane DeGregory said that she won’t use pseudonyms for sources, she 

does compromise in other ways.  One such compromise was when she agreed to not 

portray Danielle as an animal, by not publishing some of the most graphic information 

about Danielle’s behavior, even though she felt it was important information to include in 

the story.  

Mike Cochran makes few compromises, but he also doesn’t betray a promise even 

when it means not revealing information that would have changed the course of a murder 

trial.  When a lawyer revealed information about his client to Cochran off-the-record, 

Cochran was furious with the lawyer because he had promised to keep the information 

confidential, and he never breaks a promise to a source.  He said preserving his integrity 

was more important. As a result, Cullen Davis was found not guilty of conspiracy to 

murder.  

Cochran said another compromise he made was an entirely different situation, the 

one he made with Claytie Williams about deleting passages in his book.  Cochran said 

that agreeing to exclude some negative comments made by Williams toward another 

politician was necessary to continue writing the book.      

Sometimes just working with a difficult source can be the compromise.  Leonora 

LaPeter Anton discovered that while gathering information for her divorce story. She 

worked on this story for three years, and the husband who was one of the main sources 

for the story was overbearing.  Anton said that she would have to spend hours with him, 

much more time than usual with a source, talking with him about the information that she 

was putting in the story that concerned him.   
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Societal Issues  

All of the interviewed journalists have written stories focused on a topic important 

to society such as stories about a feral child abandoned by her mother, the horrors of 

divorce in Florida, a Texas oil billionaire who gets away with murder, and the legal 

nightmares of date rape. These narrative journalists delved deeply into these issues to 

provide a public service; to enlighten the public concerning these issues.  Lane 

DeGregory said she is a champion of underdogs and Jeff Guinn exposed the truth about 

infamous convicted murderer Charles Manson’s childhood.   

In order to get to the truth, they make personal sacrifices by immersing 

themselves in the subject’s lives and taking other unusual steps to get the necessary 

information.  This has been one of the recognized distinctions of narrative literary 

journalists’ work since the 1960s.  

Narrative journalists search for stories that are not easy to report; that 

conventional journalists shy away from or that they usually cannot spend time reporting 

in-depth.  They view the in-depth reporting on little addressed issues as their mission; 

their purpose, which means dedicating many months and in most cases years of their life 

to pursue the full story.   
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Internalized Ethics Code 

At some point in their career, conventional journalists internalize the Society of  

Professional Journalists (SPJ) ethics code they followed for many years, but it is still 

available to guide them when they face unfamiliar ethical challenges.  This is also true for 

narrative literary journalists, who spent some of their career as conventional journalists, 

but once they became narrative journalists, they are unable to rely solely on the SPJ Code 

of Ethics to help resolve all of their ethical dilemmas.   

As discussed in this study, the five interviewed narrative journalists defined their 

internalized code as one that follows these principles:  1) Be honest with readers and 

sources—never surprise a source; 2) Never betray anyone—keep promises; 3) Write with 

authority—present truth as you see it; 4) Accuracy is crucial; 5) Put the story first---do 

not change facts for anyone. 

. One of the narrative journalists discussed an additional principle that is important 

to her:  Never promise anonymity upfront, but the others did not agree with her on this 

point. The interviewed narrative journalists share many characteristics necessary to 

practice ethical narrative journalism.  These characteristics are revealed in the common 

themes discussed above and, but their shared ethics come after years of professional 

experiences in which they have not always been and are not currently guided by a 

specific professional code of ethics.   
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Conclusion 

Narrative literary journalists provide a service to society different from that of  

conventional journalists.  Their in-depth discussions and insights into societal issues 

allow us to have a greater understanding of ourselves and the world we share with diverse 

cultures, religions and philosophies.  These journalists compromise, make promises, and 

reveal themselves to sources in order to provide the public with in-depth narrative 

information about issues important to society. They sometimes become advocates for 

their sources in order to show moral outrage or bring more attention to the societal issue.  

Narrative journalism is in itself an act of rebellion against conventional journalism, and 

therefore its practitioners operate on a different level and use a somewhat different ethical 

code. This rebellion allows narrative journalists to write with more authority and bring 

more understanding and more awareness to issues that are important to a healthy society.  

For many years, narrative literary journalism was regarded as sub-standard to 

conventional journalism mainly because of the overt use of subjectivity, but that attitude 

continues to evolve to one of acceptance.  Still, there is not a specific ethical code that 

provides guidelines for these journalists.  As they practice narrative journalism, many of 

the ethical dilemmas they encounter are more intense in nature than what most 

conventional journalists experience, yet the SPJ Code of Ethics does not provide specific 

guidance for them in its 2014 revision.  But, do they really need to rely on an established 

professional code of ethics? The evidence gathered in this study provides information that 

does show the need for more specific ethical guidance.   



                                 Kim Elizabeth Pewitt Jones, Texas Tech University, December 2014  
 

104 
 
 

In the exploration of how narrative literary journalists handle ethical dilemmas, 

this study provides evidence that the interviewed narrative journalists  as well as many of 

those referenced in the literature review have arbitrarily developed ethical standards as 

individuals that are shared principles among them:  fairness, truth, honesty, and 

compassion.  Although, they did not state opposition to one, none of the interviewed 

journalists expressed a need for a separate ethics code for narrative literary journalists, 

yet they do follow a code—one that is internalized.  In their view, most narrative literary 

journalists worked as news and/or feature writers before becoming narrative journalists.  

In those positions, they are compelled to follow the SPJ Code of Ethics and/or their 

employer’s code of conduct.  During that time in their career, they gained experience and 

ethical mentorship that was carried into their narrative writing career.  They combined 

that knowledge with personal values to deal with the ethical dilemmas they experience 

that are different from the ones they encountered as a news or feature journalist.  

Although a few said they would like more inclusion in the SPJ Code of Ethics, 

these narrative journalists are not advocating for a separate code to be created to guide 

their ethical conduct.  They confidently use one that they have already incorporated into 

their professional career through the influence of professional mentors, values that were 

ingrained into their character during childhood, and from personal mentors.  This may 

work most of the time for these experienced narrative journalists, but there were 

situations that a few of them encountered that could have been resolved more quickly 

with the guidance of an ethics code.  It also does not promote trust or provide assurance 
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to the public concerning their ethical conduct.  Lane DeGregory provided an example of 

this.   

She discussed the importance of honesty and truth in a story, but she did not want 

to interview an important source in the feral child story that would tell the whole story.  

She said she struggled with her “mommy anger” and “fell in love” with the adoptive 

family, so she felt it would be a betrayal of them to interview the source.  It was only at 

her editor’s insistence that she located and interviewed the child’s biological mother.  

When DeGregory showed favor to her story sources, she was practicing advocacy 

journalism, which is considered questionable and unethical by conventional journalism 

standards.  As discussed in the Chapter II, advocacy journalism is practiced mainly in war 

or disaster settings not in situations such as the one DeGregory experienced for that story.  

If there was a specific ethical code for narrative journalists, it may have compelled her to 

push her emotions aside, avoid practicing advocacy journalism in this situation, and 

interview an important source without a strong push from her editor.   

Mike Cochran discussed a challenge he faced in removing information that as 

source disagreed with but Cochran felt was important to the story.  Cochran said that 

overall he practiced the same ethics in his narrative journalism work that he did as a 

conventional journalist, but he veered from it greatly in this situation. Because the source 

was paying Cochran to write the book, he compromised and removed the information that 

the source wanted him to delete.  If there was a specific code of ethics for narrative 

journalists, Cochran may have been able to utilize its principles to resolve the dilemma 

with the source.  
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Other narrative journalists share a similar internalized ethical code with the  

Interviewed journalists.  Celebrated narrative literary journalist Susan Orlean told  

attendees at the July 13, 2013, Mayborn Literary Non-fiction Writers Conference that 

 literary journalists need to follow their conscience. Calvin Trillian (Boynton, 2005) said  

he developed a set of ethical guidelines in order to deal with dilemmas he faced while 

 engaged in the practice of literary journalism, and narrative journalist Leon Dash said he  

sets some strict ethical ground rules before he begins his reporting process (Boynton,  

2005).  

Although these journalists do not see a need for a professional ethics code specific 

to their genre, this study shows that they struggle with some ethical challenges that might 

have been resolved easier if a code of ethics was available for narrative journalists.  

These interviewed journalists have come to trust their internal moral code, but in doing 

so, they also ask their readers to do the same, when their individual code is not stated 

anywhere for readers to refer to when they have questions about the narrative journalist’s 

conduct.  This could be one of the reasons that narrative journalism is still not readily 

accepted fully as a genre.  

As discussed by the experienced narrative journalists, today’s newsroom culture 

does not offer younger reporters the mentorship opportunities that had been available to 

them in their early career.  Because of societal changes during the past 30 years, these 

younger journalists also may not be guided by similar ethical experiences and 

backgrounds that are shared by the participants in this study.  Evidence provided in this 
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study shows there are some situations that cause even these experienced narrative 

journalists to struggle for an ethical resolution.    

There are also concerns about how the varied moral background of a more diverse 

society will affect the moral decision-making processes of inexperienced narrative 

journalists.  These elements provide evidence for the need of a specific code addendum in 

the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) Code of Ethics to guide narrative literary 

journalists; one that is similarly based on deontological ethics theory.   

The Society of Professional Journalists has been the respected leader in providing 

and encouraging journalists to follow the guidelines in its code of ethics for more than 40 

years.  Therefore, it seems most prudent that the code addendum proposed for narrative 

journalists be embraced by SPJ. The proposed addendum detailed below will be 

submitted to the SPJ Ethics Committee with a strong encouragement for them to include 

it in the 2014 Code revision, which states in its preamble: “The Society declares these 

four principles as the foundation of ethical journalism and encourages their use in its 

practice by all people in all media” (Appendix C).   

 

Proposed SPJ Code of Ethics Addendum: Guidelines for Narrative Literary 

Journalism 

Narrative Literary Journalism is a recognized genre, and its purpose is similar to 

that of conventional journalism.  Its practitioners are ethical journalists who delve deeper 

than conventional journalists into societal issues to inform the public.  Their craft 

demands the use of different reporting methods than are used in conventional journalism 
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such as immersion reporting, in-depth interviewing, and at times, advocacy journalism.  

Narrative Journalism involves the use of subjectivity as its practitioners write with 

authority concerning topics and subjects they have researched extensively.   

In addition to the basic principles contained in the SPJ Code of Ethics, ethical 

narrative literary journalists are encouraged to practice their craft by following the 

expanded and revised items within these principles. Ethical narrative journalists: 

 

Seek Truth and Report it 

 Give a voice to all sources important to the accuracy and truth of a topic, 

even those with views and actions they find repugnant.  Previously: 

Support the open and civil exchanges of views, even views they find 

repugnant. 

 Examine their motives for taking an advocacy position; avoid becoming 

an advocate based solely on emotional or adversarial personal views; label 

advocacy.  Previously: Label advocacy and commentary.  

 Use re-enactments in context accurately and when they are the best way to 

illustrate important facts in a story.  Label all re-enactments clearly. 

Previously: Never deliberately distort facts or context, including visual 

information.  Clearly label illustrations and re-enactments.  
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Minimize Harm 

 Avoid surprising a source with unexpected published information gained from 

immersion reporting, extensive research and in-depth interviewing of sources; 

allow sources to fact-check stories before publication.  

 Examine motivations of sources and impact on truth before agreeing to 

compromises about source portrayal or exclusion of facts pertinent to story truth.  

 Examine motivations of sources before making promises; make those important to 

obtaining information crucial to story truth; always keep promises. 

 

Act Independently 

 Carefully consider motivations of sources; importance to obtaining story facts and 

conflicts of interest before accepting gifts, favors, fees, travel and special 

treatment that could damage credibility or integrity; reveal story relevance of any 

such acceptance. Previously:  Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived. 

Disclose unavoidable conflicts. Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special 

treatment, and avoid political and other outside activities that may compromise 

integrity or impartiality, or may damage credibility.  
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Be Accountable and Transparent 

 Write with authority using subjectivity as necessary to providing truth and 

transparency in the reporting and writing process; explain subjective writing use 

to the public.  

Although there may be resistance from the SPJ ethics committee and some of the 

journalism community in acceptance of this addendum, the last paragraph of the 2014 

SPJ Code of Ethics provides an opening for this addendum to be accepted as additional 

principles to guide narrative literary journalists in the ethical decision-making process:   

The SPJ Code of Ethics is a statement of abiding principles supported by 

additional explanations and position papers (at spj.org) that address changing 

journalistic practices.  It is not a set of rules, rather a guide that encourages all 

who engage in journalism to take responsibility for the information they provide, 

regardless of medium.  The code should be read as a whole; individual principles 

should not be taken out of context.  It is not, nor can it be under the First 

Amendment, legally enforceable (Appendix C).  
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Initial Open-Ended Questions 

1.  Tell me about your process for choosing a story topic to pursue as a traditional 

journalist.  --As a narrative/literary journalist? 

2.  When did you first experience the need to delve deeper into a story than 

traditional journalism methods allow? 

3. What contributed to this decision? 

4. Could you describe the events that led to your decision to delve deeper/be 

immersed in a story? 

5. What was it like?  Who, if anyone, influenced your actions?  Tell me about how 

he, she, or they influenced you. 

6. What was going on in your life then?  How would you describe how you viewed 

narrative/literary journalism before you experienced the need to delve deeper into 

an issue?  How, it at all, has it changed your view of traditional news journalism? 

7. How would you describe the person you were then? 

 

Intermediate Questions 

1. What did you know about (specific story topic here specific to the participant) as 

a traditional journalist?   
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2. What did you learn about it as a narrative journalist 

3. Tell me your thoughts and feelings when you delved deeper into the effects of 

(the particular issue per participant). 

4. What did you know about objectivity?  

5. What did you know about the SPJ Code of Ethics? 

6. How do you deal with objectivity in your narrative literary interviews?  Is it 

different than when you report as a feature writer for the newspaper? 

7. Describe an ethical dilemma that you encountered while interviewing sources for 

a narrative literary story? 

8. How did you deal with this—describe your decision making process. 

9. What or who was the most helpful source to you in dealing with this ethical 

dilemma? 

10. What helps you to manage these dilemmas? 

11. Please describe the most important lessons that you have learned through the 

ethical dilemmas. 

12. How have your thoughts and feelings about ethical situations changed from when 

you worked only as a feature writer for a newspaper? 

13. What positive changes have happened to you through dealing with these 

dilemmas? 
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Ending Questions 

1. What do you think is the most important way (s) to deal with ethical dilemmas 

as a narrative literary journalist?  How did you discover or create them?  How 

has your experience before becoming a literary journalist affected how you 

handled these dilemmas? 

2. Tell me about how your views vary per topic and may have changed since you 

became a narrative literary journalist. 

3. How have you grown as a person since you became a literary journalist? Tell 

me about your strengths that you discovered or developed through dealing 

with sources and situations as a narrative literary journalist.  What do you 

value most about yourself now?  What do others value most in you? 

4. After having these experiences, what advice would you give to someone who 

is a new narrative literary journalist? 

5. After having these experiences, what would you propose as an ethical 

guideline/code for narrative literary journalists? 

6. Is there anything that you might not have thought about before that occurred 

to you during these interviews? 

7. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
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