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Introduction

Wh en ASNE com m i s s i on ed its 1982 stu dy of n ews p a per et h i c s , i t s
main goal was to improve the relationship between editors and their
p u bl i s h ers in defining profe s s i onal va lu e s . The close co ll a bora ti on be-
t ween Ka t h a rine Graham and Ben Bradl ee as they handl ed the Wa s h-
ington Post’s Watergate investigation was still fresh in memory. Not
all publishers, that survey revealed, were as bold, socially conscious,
or as trusting of their editor as Graham.

Tod ay ’s con cerns are more basic. As news p a per re adership decl i n e s
and news-editorial resources are depleted, new kinds of pressures on
traditional ethical values are created. There is anecdotal evidence to
su ggest that publ i s h ers are infri n ging on ed i tors’ terri tory as they
s trive to maintain trad i ti onal profit levels even as circ u l a ti on decl i n e s .
But the evidence in these pages by the 12 authors of this report sug-
gests that the anecdotes are not representative. Editor autonomy has
i m proved since the 1982 su rvey. E d i tor- p u bl i s h er rel a ti onships are
s m oo t h er. And there is little indicati on that the drive for profit has
led to a general decline in ethical standards.

These con clu s i ons are the produ ct of my fall 2005 seminar on
m edia analysis in the Sch ool of Jo u rnalism and Mass Com mu n i c a-
tion at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Rachel Davis
Mersey assisted with the editing of this volume.

The ori ginal 1982 su rvey was funded by the John and Ma ry R.
Ma rkle fo u n d a ti on with field work by the Re s e a rch Tri a n gle In s ti tute .
The 2005 su rvey was funded by Paul Mc Creath and the Ja m e s
Franceschini Foundation with field work by FGI of Chapel Hill.

Both surveys used a sample selection procedure based on newspa-
per circulation. We used ABC data for member papers and the Edi-
tor & Pu bl i s h er Ye a rbook for non - m em bers to list all daily news p a-
pers in the USA by their circ u l a ti on . The prob a bi l i ty of s el ecti on into
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the sample was in proporti on to circ u l a ti on size . Thus the percen t-
ages reported reflect not the percent of editors or staff members who
re s pon ded but the percent of total daily news p a per circ u l a ti on that
those ed i tors and staffers repre s en t . For ex a m p l e , a re s ponse from an
editor of a 300,000 circulation paper is given 10 times the weight of
one whose paper has 30,000 circ u l a ti on . This procedu re makes the
data for 1982 and 2005 com p a ra ble and reflects the inve s ti ga tors’ con-
cern for the social effects of newspaper’s moral values. This selection
process yi el ded 566 news p a pers . An o t h er 32 were ad ded for a data
s h a ring proj ect with the Re adership In s ti tute at Nort hwe s tern Un i-
versity and are not included in this analysis.

The top ed i tors at each paper were iden ti f i ed by the ASNE staff.
Newspaper staff members were chosen from the Editor & Publisher
Ye a rboo k , the mem bership list of the Am erican Copy Editors Soc i-
ety, and page - one bylines obt a i n ed from the In tern et . The iden ti fic a-
tion and selection procedures were different in 1982 but not in a way
that would be expected to influence the results. Exact wording of the
questions is reproduced in the appendix to this report.

Data were co ll ected using a sel f - ad m i n i s tered qu e s ti on n a i re sen t
by mail with three follow-ups. The initial mailing to editors and staff
m em bers was on Ju ly 12, 2 0 0 5 , and the last co u n ted re s ponse was re-
ceived on Sept . 1 3 , 2 0 0 5 . Re s ponse ra te in the 2005 su rvey was 71
percent for editors and 64 percent for staff members—high for mail
surveys, but not as high as the 1982 responses, which were 78 and 72
percent re s pectively. We take this as a sign that ed i tors are mu ch
busier these days.

Philip Meyer
Chapel Hill
February 2006
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