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REPORTERS
A reporter can basically be defined as someone who works to bring news into the public domain.
How do reporters get information?
They mainly get their information through sources, investigative reporting etc.
Reporters obtain their news through many ways, some of which may be deemed unethical. Some egs. are
Snooping:  Examples of these are staking out celebrity’s houses, going through their garbage, eavesdropping, bugging  etc.
Intrusion: Crashing weddings and funerals of celebritiesnwill fall under this category. Eg. Abhi-Ash wedding.
Theft:  This would include stealing documents and classified information.
A question to be asked here is that if the information obtained is for public interest, then is doing anything to obtain it unethical? 
Deceit: This includes not revealing that you are a reporter to gain confidence of the interviewee/source.
Ambush: Descending upon an unsuspecting news source and badgering him/her with questions while the camera rolls on. 
There are many more unethical ways of uncovering news, some very obviously so and some not quite.

KINDS OF SOURCES

Official sources – Govt. officials, PROs, police officials, organizations, corporations etc.
News Agencies – PTI, AP etc.
Confidential sources – These sources do not wish to reveal themselves. Eg. Deep throat in the Watergate scandal that led to the fall of the Nixon government.
Other sources – witnesses in crime or accidents etc.
The common man is often asked for his opinion nowadays like in opinion polls.
Whatever kind the source may be, it is always suggested that news be corroborated by two sources. This would reduce the chances of publishing wrong facts. Even if one of the sources deliberately or unintentionally gets his facts wrong, the reporter can find it out by comparing his/her statements with those of the other source(s).

SOME TERMINOLOGY

On the record: All the statements are directly quotable and attributable. 
Attribution: The identification of the source of reported information. 

Off the record: For the reporter only and not to be printed or made public in any way. But they can use these facts to uncover related facts or find sources who are willing to speak about it on the record.

On background: All statements are directly quotable but cannot be attributed by name or title. Types of attribution like “high govt. official”, “a well placed source” etc. can be used.
On deep background: Anything that is said is usable but not in direct quotation and not for any type of attribution. The reporter is to use the information on his own.
Not on tape: Some or all of the interview or encounter should not be recorded or caught on tape.
Embargo: An agreement or request that a news organization refrain from reporting certain information until a specified date and/or time, in exchange for advance access to the information .

REPORTER - SOURCE RELATIONSHIP

The journalist-source relationship has been described by academics like Herbert Gans as part dance and part tug-of-war.
Jerry Palmer calls it a transaction in which “both journalists and sources have motives which lead them to interpret events in particular ways”.

MISREPRESENTATION OF SOURCES
Sometimes what sources say can be misrepresented by the reporters while publishing.
In an extremely unethical way, they can deliberately misrepresent it to sensationalize it or with some other motive.
Such a misrepresentation may also happen unintentionally.
UK’s top scientific advisor, Dr.Kelly’s insinuations about how the assessment by the British govt. of the Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction was spiced up was published as authoritative opinions by Andrew Gilligan, defense correspondent for the BBC Radio. This led to a huge issue and eventually led Dr.Kelly to commit suicide.
OFFICIAL SOURCES

Many companies put out their news with the help of PROs. Government policies and announcements, book releases and other such news are often given to the media via official press releases. 
But there can be problems with this if the journalist depends only upon official sources. Journalists may depend too much on official sources and miss out on many important stories like those which the source is reluctant to talk about (eg. corruption) and those for which there are no formal spokespersons. (eg. farmers’ plight)
Another question is whether the official sources are always reliable.
The answer to this can be illustrated with the help of an example. The Salwa Judum is an anti-naxalite movement in Chhattisgarh. The movement has led to loss of many lives and livelihoods and turned many people out of their own homes. The government claims that this movement is a people led uprising. But the truth is that it is a govt. backed programme which has a lot of agenda behind it. Relying only on govt. sources would lead to many of these facts remaining obscure.

Copy approval
It means giving the written copy to the source (mostly official or a news maker) for approval. He/ she may change the story to suit their will. Many journalists frown upon such requests by their sources.
ANONYMOUS/CONFIDENTIAL SOURCES

As mentioned before, these sources do not wish to reveal themselves. Most journalists use confidential sources at some point in their career.
Advantages and disadvantages of using confidential sources
According to Samuel.J.Archibald, “anonymous spokesman technique can be a useful tool to make more information available to the public or it can become a self-serving device to convey distorted information”.


An example of the latter is this. Jack Kelley, USA Today’s foreign correspondent was found to have been fabricating his stories over a long time, inventing scenes, situations and sources. He would not have been able to do this had he not been provided with the sure shot unaccountability of a using a confidential source.
Another better known incident happened a quarter of a century ago. Janet Cooke’s Pulitzer Prize winning story, ‘Jimmy’s World’ was found to be fabricated.
Thus, prevalence of anonymous sources gives the journalists space to fabricate their stories in certain cases.
But anonymous sources can make finding stories a piece of cake for the journalists. They get the stories in a neat package almost ready for publishing. It reduces a lot of work for them.

But again, even the sources can make the wrong use of the condition of anonymity of the confidential source that is held as the highest law by the journalists. From the standpoint of the govt., by a control of the briefing to the journalist, it can withhold or reveal whatever information it wants and by forbidding the identification of the briefer, can escape accountability.
Also sources who refuse to be identified may be less careful in throwing around accusations. Hence can we take what they say for granted? 

PROTECTION OF CONFIDENTIAL SOURCES
One of the great commonplaces of journalism is that journalists ought not to reveal their sources. They consider the promise of confidentiality to be on a higher footing than other promises. The obligation to keep this promise is considered not just as an obligation to the source but to journalism itself.
Why should the journalist not reveal his source?
· In some cases serious harm might befall the source if their identity is uncovered. 
· The public perception of journalistic integrity is damaged when assurances about confidentiality are breached. 
· The so-called "chilling effect," which serves to dissuade sources in the future from stepping forward with unknown information for fear of reprimand or retaliation. 
The protection of confidentiality of sources is done even at the risk of going to prison. Judith Miller, a New York Times journalist served 85 days in prison for protecting the identity of a government official who had been a source. 
But the other side of the coin is this. If the source reveals that he has been a part of a crime or some such punishable offence to the reporter, is it his moral duty to reveal the source and make him accountable for his actions? 

Nick Martin Clarke, a freelancer from Northern Ireland revealed his source and subsequently testified against him when the man told him about his part in a paramilitary killing though it was said under a promise of confidentiality. 

Many journalists opposed Clarke for his actions. They felt that the professional duty of a reporter is to just report the facts and for him the confidentiality of a source should always be more important than any other intervening moral question.
In another scenario, what if the source deliberately tries to mislead the journalist considering himself safe under his blanket of confidentiality?  It becomes an irony that a source that may cause possible humiliation for the journalist still has to be protected by him.
SHARING  THE IDENTITY OF SOURCES WITH EDITORS
Most newspapers and media organizations have a policy that reporters should share the identities of confidential sources with their editors.
 The advantage of this is that the involvement of an editor gives the confidential source more confidence that his/her identity is safe.  The identity of Deep throat a.k.a Mark Felt was revealed to the editor by Carl Bernstien and Bob Woodward and this gave him more confidence about going forward and exposing the Nixon government which was a highly risky endeavour.
But at times this sharing can become a disadvantage as well as in the following case. Difference of opinion between Time magazine reporter Matt Cooper and his news executive, Norman Pearlstein led to the identity of the source being revealed. While Cooper had refused to reveal his source, Pearlstein did. Difference in points of view between reporter and editor can endanger a source.
THE RIGHT TO A FAIR TRIAL OR THE PROTECTION OF A SOURCE?
The right to subpoena evidence can be a crucial part of the right to a fair trial. Subpoena is an order by a court to reveal potential evidences which could include a reporter’s notes, tapes etc. The question here can be best explained through an example.
In 1976, Myron Farber, a New York Times journalist published an article which resulted in the charging of a Dr. Mario.E.Jascalavich with the killing of five patients. When the defense subpoenaed all of Farber’s notes, he refused to comply on the grounds that it would reveal the identity of his source. He was jailed for contempt of court. He stayed there until the doctor was acquitted.
Which obligation was greater? - A journalist’s obligation to protect his source or the obligation to hand over evidence required by the defense for a fair trial?
PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SOURCES AND REPORTERS
What kind of relationship should a journalist and reporter have? – Only professional and formal or friendly and informal? There are obvious advantages and disadvantages to a relationship of both kinds. Informal relations would help in gaining the trust of the sources and thus get more information. But too personal a relationship can also hamper the objectivity of a reporter and make him biased. The reporter should know where to draw the line.
PAYING THE SOURCES FOR INFORMATION
How ethical or unethical is paying the source for information. In most cases this is deemed highly unethical. But does paying an economically backward person for information constitute unethical bribery or charity or? Also would this lead the source to come forward with false information just for the monetary benefits?
POINTS TO PONDER

· Is the guideline regarding the protection of the confidentiality of sources absolute?
· Should the journalists be exempted from having to make a decision about revealing their sources in court?
· Which obligation is greater- protecting the sources or aiding a fair trial?
· Should the reporter have friendly relations with his/her sources and if so, where does one draw the limit?
· Is it ethical to steal confidential documents if the information contained within it is for public interest?
· Should the journalist ever pay for his information?
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