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Introduc�on
The following guidelines are the result of two
courses organised by the Media Centar Sarajevo
in 2006 and 2008. The courses involved face-to-
face sessions in Sarajevo either side of months of
distance learning course work. The par�cipants
were selected by the project’s sponsor, SEENPM,
the South Eastern European Network for the
Professionaliza�on of the Media, and
represented 12 countries in the region. 

The guidelines were produced by the
par�cipants, who set out to examine best
prac�ce in various parts of the world and then
to adapt the underlying principles to condi�ons
in the region.  The aim is to provide journalists
with the tools to navigate the complex ethical
issues involved in delivering robust journalism
in order to inform the public debate.

The following guidelines, which cover accuracy,
diversity, taste, decency, offence, fairness,
privacy, consent and engaging the audience, are
underpinned by the fundamentals of all
journalism, which are balance, impar�ality,
integrity and independence.

Balance and impar�ality
Impar�ality is essen�al if a media organisa�on
is to win the trust of its audience. 

Content must:

reflect all relevant sides in stories where
possible

where it is not prac�cable for each story to
be individually balance, coverage should
be balanced over �me 

represent opposing viewpoints fairly and in
an impar�al and balanced way.

enable the audience to draw its own
conclusions based on facts

make a clear dis�nc�on between factual
informa�on and opinion

Journalists must: 

ensure a wide range of views, and include
relevant voices so that all opinions are
aired

keep a professional distance from the topic
in ques�on; a journalist’s personal views
should not be evident in their repor�ng

be prepared to offer the opportunity for a
single view but be sure to explain why
both sides of the argument are not able to
be aired

where an individual news item fails to
present the other side the journalist has a
duty to indicate when the other
perspec�ve will be available.
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Integrity and independence
A news organisa�on must have editorial
integrity and independence in order fully to
serve its audience. Those who turn to the news
organisa�on need to be confident that editorial
decisions are neither influenced by poli�cal or
commercial pressure nor by any personal
interests.

resist influence from any interested party
and work according to professional standards
never accept gi�s, favours or money in
order present a story in a way an
interested party would like it to appear
avoid conflicts of interest, for example a
journalist should not do a story about a
company in which they have any interest
be transparent about all methods of
gathering informa�on, while also
protec�ng sources when necessary
admit when you make a mistake and offer
correc�ons
always link and refer to original
informa�on when quo�ng official
statements or news releases - such
material should be posted on the media
organisa�on’s server if possible (a�er
seeking permission)
do not let your work be turned into tools
for manipula�on - always be alert to
a�empts to manipulate

ensure that any stories published are not
�ed to the business interests of the

media’s owner or any other people
involved in the company
do not exploit your professional posi�on in
order to acquire personal pres�ge or
influence
resist censorship, both personal and that
imposed by others
resist pressure and influence from any
department of your own media
organisa�on, including adver�sing,
marke�ng and PR
avoid being manipulated or influenced by
stakeholders
be independent from public authori�es
and business
never let your journalism be used as a tool
of propaganda
when repor�ng about anyone involved in
your media company, state clearly the
rela�onship
never exploit the news in order to boost
adver�sing revenue
never include adver�sement material in
news coverage
mark any advertorial clearly so that people
are not led to think that what they are
reading is independent repor�ng
only include informa�on about companies
and their products if it is crucial to
informing the public debate and is in the
public interest

only include informa�on about the
benefits or dangers of certain products and
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services if you are able to back up your
claims with official documents or other
reputable research

media managers must ensure that
journalists are guaranteed decent pay and
proper working condi�ons and facili�es in
order to reduce the likelihood of
corrup�on

regula�on and self-regula�on in the media
is needed to set out the guidelines for the
professional rela�onships between the
media and the audience.

Accuracy
Producing inaccurate or false informa�on can
ruin your credibility and that of the media
organisa�on you work for. Accuracy is always
more important than speed. It is best to be
second and get it right rather than first and get
it wrong.

Accuracy in brief
reports should be true, backed by
verifica�on and proof
rumours are not news – they have no part
to play, other than to s�mulate the
journalist to inves�gate the issue
news headlines and summaries must
reflect facts
check all informa�on carefully before
publishing - recheck if in doubt
be honest about what you don’t know
regarding the causes or implica�ons of
events
never publish your assump�ons; if you
assume something has happened you
should inves�gate thoroughly and check all
facts before publishing
editors must read all stories thoroughly to
ensure they are accurate
generate a culture where it is seen as
healthy to refer up in order to check facts
always seek two sources to confirm every
fact; unless it is something you have
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Herzegovina at a private clinic in Gradacac in
year 2005 or later. No specific date was given.
It is a known fact that first baby conceived with
in vitro fer�lisa�on in the Republic of Bosnia
and Herzegovina was born on 2 February 2003
in Sarajevo. In Republic of Srpska the first in
vitro baby was born on 8 December 2003.
Before independence, first baby born in this
region was in Bosnia was in the 1980s. User
comments posted with the story claimed it was
not accurate, but nothing changed. Even a�er
emails were sent to the editorial team with
relevant links to prove the story was not true,
nothing changed. A closer look at the
construc�on of the story suggested that it was
a sponsored ar�cle promo�ng the private clinic
in Gradacac and giving prominence to an
upcoming symposium on human reproduc�on
organised by the same private clinic. The ar�cle
contained an email address for sending
applica�ons for the symposium. 

Guideline: Every commercial, sponsored or PR
ar�cle must have a visible note explaining to
the audience that it is not a piece of balanced
and impar�al journalism. However, even
sponsored ar�cles must be accurate. They must
not claim something as being a fact when it is
clearly not. The editor of the newspaper,
website or portal which is carrying sponsored
content must respond to complains, inves�gate
concerns and make clear to readers where
there have been any inaccuracies. A�er the
editorial team receives complaints about the
validity of published informa�on, those
complaints must be inves�gated.

Albanian case study: Reports in Albania spoke
of fears in the city of Devolli following the
appearance of tons of used plas�c shee�ng in
the city. Police inves�gated who was
responsible. People living their expressed fears
about pollu�on, believing the plas�c to be
toxic. A police officer was quoted as saying that
almost 50 families had named a company that
they claimed had dumped the plas�c. The
report contained no facts, just a series of
alleged fears supported by words and phrases
such as ‘toxic’, ‘illegal dumping’, ‘illegal
company’. A�er the story appeared the
company issued a statement saying that the
plas�c was being used for recycling. The story
had been wri�en without any independent
sources and without quotes from the company.
It would have benefited from quotes from an
environmental group or a recognised academic
expert. It appeared to be an emo�onal piece of
wri�ng based on rumour and fear.

Guideline: A journalist must not let any
personal prejudices or feelings show in their
work. They need to be fair and represent all
aspects of a story. All relevant sources should
be approached when a journalist is gathering,
confirming and comparing informa�on. The
journalist must be honest when interviewing
people and represen�ng the informa�on they
pass on. They must approach all relevant sides
in an issue and reflect all relevant points of
view, even if that would kill the story. Personal
interest must never enter into journalism and
reporters must also resist pressure from others,
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including their news chiefs. All facts should be
presented in a balanced way and all those dealt
with in gathering those facts should be treated
fairly. The journalist’s role is to assemble
verified facts and let the audience decide what
to take from them. A journalist must keep a
record of all they do. They can do this by
crea�ng a personal archive containing the
documents, facts and other source materials
that went into researching and crea�ng the
story. The journalist must take their �me to
evaluate all facts, materials and evidence before
wri�ng a story.  But remember that if you have
promised a source confiden�ality, you should
never keep any electronic or other wri�en
record that discloses the iden�ty of the source.

Hungarian case study: A gay pride march was
a�acked by far-right extremists in Hungary. The
a�ackers threw eggs at people taking part in
the annual parade. About 50 a�ackers were
caught by the police. The a�ackers claimed
that throwing eggs was part of their freedom of
expression and were quoted in the press. The
court later ruled that throwing eggs was not
protected by freedom of expression and that
those arrested had commi�ed other illegal acts
that caused a danger to others, although the
protesters had thrown the eggs as to exercise
their freedom of expression. News services
later reported on the verdict, but chose only to
report the final sentence, saying that those
arrested were freed because throwing eggs
was part of freedom of expression. No
correc�ons were made. 

Guideline: Edited or shortened quota�ons can
significantly change the meaning of what the
person who is being quoted meant. A journalist
has a responsibility to make sure the quote is
accurate and representa�ve of what the person
quoted meant.  If there is any danger of a
shortened quote misleading the audience,
context should be added.  The rule should be
that all quota�ons that are shortened should
carry an explana�on about what was le� out
and why. If there is a complaint that the
meaning has been changed, the journalists
must offer a full right of reply if they find they
were wrong.

Macedonian case study: A Macedonian website
accused the mayor of Skopje for neglec�ng the
city’s parks and gardens. There were no quotes,
no comments from the public and no
comments from the mayor’s office. Another
report accused a private university of blocking
students from moving on, There were no
comments from students, staff or
administrators. It since emerged that the
website owner was related to the owner of a
compe�ng university.

Guideline:  Ensure you have all sides of the story.

Bulgarian case study: In February 2007 an
ar�cle was wri�en concerning the long saga of
the five Bulgarian nurses and the Pales�nian
doctor who spent more than eight years
behind bars in Libya over accusa�ons of
deliberately infec�ng hundreds of Libyan
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children with HIV.  The material was about a
le�er handed to the leader of the North African
country by the Slovak Prime Minister.
According to Slovak media reports, the premier
called the then jailed medics “criminals”. By
using the word "criminals", the PM indirectly
acknowledged the death sentences for the six
medics which was then issued by a Libyan
court. The le�er concerned was wri�en in
Slovakian, which turned to be the real problem
in the case of covering the whole story. Officials
claimed the word "pachatelov" cited in the
ar�cle has more than one meaning, e.g. it may
mean "criminals" and also "defendants".  The
Slovak ambassador to Sofia sent a le�er to all
Bulgarian media, sta�ng that the news was
disinforma�on. Journalists immediately
published the official objec�on on their
website. But later decided to check the
deriva�on of the word “ pachatelov”. It
emerged it was the plural of "pachatel".
According to the Collins dic�onary of English
language, a Bulgarian-Slovak, Slovak-Bulgarian,
English-Slovak, Slovak-English, Bulgarian-
English and English-Bulgarian dic�onaries the
Slovak word for defendant is "obzalovany". The
defini�ons in all those dic�onaries showed a
defendant is a person against whom an ac�on
or claim is brought in a court of law. And a
criminal someone who has commi�ed (or been
legally convicted of) a crime. The difference is
obvious. Later in the day the Slovak prime
minister apologized to his Bulgarian
counterpart for the misunderstanding,
concerning his statement. 

Guideline:  Make absolutely sure you have the
right meaning for a word when transla�ng from
another language.  If there is any doubt,
publish the defini�ons shown in your dic�onary
so the reader can decide.
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Diversity of opinion
A news organisa�on must know and
understand the whole audience it serves. To
help achieve this, it’s important to have a
diverse staff. Journalists must dedicate
themselves to understand the world in terms
that are different to their own. Communi�es
are a diverse mosaic and the media needs to
reflect that by giving a voice to the voiceless.

Key points
reflec�ng diversity means giving
appropriate and propor�onal space and
considera�on to all parts of society

offer space to different social groups  in
order that they can express their points of
view

always be on your guard against hate
speech

always explain the context if diversity is an
issue in a story

when covering social problems the
journalist has to serve the whole audience
and society and must listen to both sides

try not to present a single point of view or
a specific aspect of an issue. If this can’t be
avoided make sure you do not
misrepresent opposing viewpoints

ask the people you are interviewing how
they want to be iden�fied and refer to
them as such in all coverage

know and recognise your own stereotypes
and prejudices and make sure they don’t
affect your coverage

avoid phrases such as ‘as you know’ and
‘it’s obvious that’ because they could
support prejudice and could consolidate
a�tudes among the audience

when using speeches from other sources,
such as news agencies, make sure you
remove any biased comments

paraphrase your interviewees in order to
avoid hate speech or offensive language. If
you quote and have to use words that
could be offensive to some, men�on that
the quote is considered offensive by some
(this is adding context)

remember that all members of all ethnic
groups are individuals with diverse
opinions and experiences

don’t treat one representa�ve of a group
as the whole group

put ethnic issues in context regarding
social issues 

include minority voices, women, na�onal,
religious, as sources in all issues not just
topics about them

give voice to the members of a community
and not just the leaders.

Diversity of opinion in our journalism is
essen�al in ensuring that we serve and reflect
the whole audience. Journalists should aim to
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provide a properly-balanced service, consis�ng
of a wide-range of subject ma�er and views,
broadcast over an appropriate �mescale,
across all output. They should strive to reflect a
wide range of opinion, and explore all
significant strands of thought in order that no
part of the audience and community is
unrepresented.

Our socie�es are characterized by diversity. It
may be diversity of ethnicity, of skin colour, of
sexual orienta�on, of poli�cal affilia�on, of
educa�onal background, of social upbringing,
of opinion, we are all different and it is our
variety that creates the personality of our
community. It is every journalist's duty to
reflect the diversity of the society in his or her
repor�ng. 

Reflec�ng diversity ranges from giving a voice
to groups that are usually ignored to ensuring
all social stakeholders’ interests are considered
in ma�ers of public interest. Reflec�ng
diversity means giving everyone space and
considera�on. It is worth asking the following
ques�ons:

Who’s missing from the story? 

Who is your audience/target? 

What’s the context for the story? 

Where can we go for more informa�on?

When is it appropriate to use racial or
ethnic iden�fica�on? 

Why are we including or excluding certain
informa�on? 

How can you best represent the diversity
of society, par�cularly the marginalised
and disadvantaged groups?

Regional case studies
Serbian test case: The story was about gay
pride and was published soon a�er Gay Pride
Day. It reflected different poli�cal party views
on whether a gay pride rally should be allowed
in Belgrade. However the headline included the
word ‘pederi’, which, in Serbian, is similar to
the English word ‘faggot’. Apart from the
headline being offensive, the text con�nued to
compare the gay pride parade as similar to a
parade of drug addicts or paedophiles. There
were no comments from any representa�ves of
gay organiza�ons.  

Guideline: Whatever the topic, all sides
involved must be asked to give their opinions.
That's the only way story will be fair to
everyone. Of course, excep�on to this can only
be when one (or more) of the sides would use
hate speech as part of their opinion. Also,
journalists must be careful with their choice of
words; a careless selec�on could enforce a
stereotype and inflame a situa�on. 

Macedonian case study: A Macedonian website
ran the headline “Please Roma people do not
do gipsy things”.  The story was about two
Roma young men who murdered a Roma man
who worked abroad. It was alleged that the
killers wanted money but didn’t find anything
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in his wallet, so they killed him. They allegedly
took his cigare�es and lighter and ran away.
The word gipsy is offensive in Macedonian
society because of prejudices against the Roma
people who prefer to be called Roma and not
gipsy. A number of NGOs represen�ng Roma
people described the ar�cle as discriminatory.

Guideline: Be neutral and precise in your
choice of words, terms and phrases.  Be careful
to avoid giving offence.

Macedonian case study: A Macedonian website
had a story about a bar in the centre of Skopje
which refused entry to 11 young Roma people.
The manager explained, “I am sorry, but we
don’t let Roma people in because they would
ruin bar's reputa�on.” The Macedonian
ministry of finances invited the 11 Roma young
people to join him in order to drink coffee
together in the same bar following day. The
manager allowed the Roma people to enter.

Guideline: Put ethnic ques�ons in context to
other society issues – social, poli�cal,
economic. Before that, set aside your own
prejudices and avoid stereotypes. 

Taste, decency & offence
There are various types of offence and
journalists could not do their jobs if they had to
be careful to offend no-one.  For example,
sta�ng one opinion may offend somebody who
has a strongly contrary opinion.  We should not
shy away from that.  It is a perfectly proper
func�on of journalism to set out the arguments
on a ma�er of public interest.  But other types
of offence are more serious and should always
be avoided.  For example, referring to people
by derogatory names for their race or colour or
sexual orienta�on is always objec�onable.

Journalists must reflect the reali�es of the
world in which we live while, at the same �me,
protec�ng the young and vulnerable from any
material that might have a nega�ve impact on
their development. 

Key points
everything we do has to be editorially
jus�fied

be sure to protect the young and the
vulnerable, both as subjects in the story
and as viewers

offer warnings about a programme’s
suitability for children and include clear
indica�ons of the likelihood of unsuitable
material

be extra sensi�ve when dealing with issues
regarding human suffering, pain, death
and violence
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ensure you provide the proper images to
tell the story without glorifying or
commercialising the subject

avoid using gratuitous images or
terminology and ensure that every
element is editorially jus�fied

remain aware of ethnic, cultural, sexual
and religious sensi�vi�es and also be
aware that these do change over �me

a report is inappropriately sensa�onal if
the person covered is reduced to an
object. The journalist must con�nue to
think of the feelings of those they are
portraying

when providing links for online journalism,
the journalist must be sure that the first
click from your news organisa�on’s site
does not lead to content that would be
inappropriate on your site

material deemed to be par�cularly
sensi�ve must be put in context and
editorially jus�fied.

Taste and decency issues can differ, for example
depending on cultural and religious
sensi�vi�es, and these, in turn, can change
over �me. Journalists must remain aware of
this and be sensi�ve to it.

Journalists should aim not to ridicule anyone;
they should respect basic standards of good
taste and be able to jus�fy every editorial choice
they make. Journalists must remain aware of the

profile of the media they work for and of the
needs and feelings of their audience. If a
journalist tackles an especially sensi�ve issue,
they must consult with their senior editors to
ensure that all elements are considered.

The online journalist needs to remember that
news material is available 24 hours a day, seven
days a week. They must be aware that children
and the impressionable can access the material
at any �me.

At �mes, a journalist might be forced to publish
material that is regarded as distasteful if it is
needed to add context and help people
understand an issue. The test of whether this is
in the public interest should be applied here.
Journalists must make it clear to the audience
that this was considered and that the decision
to publish was based on the public interest. A
warning must be issued to let the audience
know that what they are about to see or read
could cause offence.

A report is inappropriately sensa�onal if any of
the people it refers to are reduced to an object.
This is par�cularly so if reports about a dying or
physically or mentally suffering person goes
beyond public interest and the readers'
reasonable requirement for informa�on.

Online journalists must be aware of the
dangers hidden in links and must not link to
offensive material. 

Journalists must take extra care when dealing
with issues regarding human suffering, pain,
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death, and violence. All must be treated with
the same respect, regardless of religions, colour,
creed, or geographic loca�on. Journalists must
be sensi�ve when dealing with the bereaved.

Offence and freedom of expression
Journalists must be con�nually on their guard
against efforts to limit their editorial freedom
from those who claim that the journalist’s
coverage is causing offence on the grounds of
cultural or religious grounds. A good test is that
offence is o�en caused when commen�ng on a
person’s physical condi�on, such as disability,
race, age, sex, financial status etc. However, be
cau�ous when people try to use religion or
poli�cal persuasion to limit journalis�c rigour.
You should not be too worried about offending
what people think, but you should always be
cau�ous about offending what people are. Race,
religion, na�onality, sexual orienta�on and
family status will be men�oned by a journalist if
it is essen�al in telling the complete story.

Television has a long and well-established
family viewing policy. A watershed (the �me
a�er which it is thought acceptable to show
adult material) is commonly imposed, o�en
restric�ng mature content un�l a�er 9pm.

Regional case studies
Croa�an case study: In 2004, a sex video of a
famous Croa�an singer became public. A web
portal published photos and video clips as a

publicity stunt to generate traffic. A couple of
hours later, the videos and photos were removed,
but the damage had already been done and the
video is now widely available online. A�er that
case, several more celebrity videos surfaced. The
issue was that the material was for private use
and there was no public interest in the material
being shown. Although those concerned were
celebri�es, they s�ll had a right to privacy.

Guideline: If you come across a video, photos
or other material that could generate more
visitors for your website you must contact
those involved in order to obtain their consent.
If they don't give it, you can always make a
story about existence of such material and the
comments of those involved without showing
anything. Most important of all, make sure that
there is a public interest in producing the
material. If not, you are on very weak ground.

Hungarian case study: A journalist cri�cised a
Hungarian poli�cian’s views and his proposals,
but also made fun of his name and his
appearance. The poli�cian sued the news
agency for €8,000 claiming defama�on. The
court found that the news agency had violated
the personality of the poli�cian by making fun
of his name and his appearance (not his
policies and views). The news agency had to
pay the required amount of money.

Guideline: You can scru�nise what a poli�cian
stands for and thinks (ideas) but it is risky to
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a�ack a poli�cian over his or her appearance
and name (physical). Again, you must always
test whether what you are about to produce is
in the public interest or not.

Macedonia case study: A website published
provoca�ve photos of a 15-year-old model with
an unbu�oned shirt. The website avoided
taking responsibility for presen�ng the ero�c
photographs because, it said, the photo session
was carried out by an agency and published
with the permission of the girl’s mother and
the model agency. Other websites cri�cized the
decision, but also published the pictures. The
pictures were shown on the front pages of both
websites.

Guideline: A journalist should provide
appropriate images that tell the story and
present the truth without glorifying or
commercializing the topic. By doing so, the
right line will usually be taken. Again, always
check that what you propose publishing is
being published in the public interest.

Bulgarian case study: In April 2000, Bulgarian
Na�onal Television showed footage of the
decapita�on of a Russian soldier by the
Chechens during prime �me. Many parents
publicly voiced their frustra�on, repor�ng how
disturbed their children were by the sight. The
en�re journalis�c society in Bulgaria rose up
against the footage shown on BNT, the printed

press and the TV channels condemning the
decision to air it, claiming it was completely
inappropriate and unethical to show such
footage in the evening news, and that someone
had to take the responsibility. 

Guideline: Observe the watershed. Remember
that the young and vulnerable may be watching
at any �me. Only use graphic footage if it is
essen�al to telling the story and if it is in the
public interest. There are many ways in which
BNT could have dealt with this, such as aler�ng
viewers about the material.
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Fairness, privacy &
consent
A journalist must never invade privacy without
good reason. We must respect individuals fairly
and wherever prac�cable we should obtain
consent in a form capable of proof, preferably
in wri�ng or recorded.

Key points
always be fair to all involved in the stories
you are covering

there is no fairness without accuracy and
there is no accuracy without fairness

personal conversa�ons, private
correspondence and data should not be
made public without a person’s consent

any informa�on can be published if the
person concerned has given his or her
consent. The journalist must seek wri�en
confirma�on of this

journalists must tell both sides of the story
and let the audience decide the
significance and form its own opinion

journalists should offer a right of reply
when a member of the audience seeks to
redress the balance in a piece of published
journalism

all responses should be reflected fairly and
accuracy and published as soon as possible

in online journalism, the right of reply
should be offered as a link within the
original story

when presen�ng different sides of the
story journalists should try to check
whether what is being said is true or not

a presump�on of innocence should be
applied to everyone and qualifying words
must be used so as not to suggest guilt

an accused person must not be presented
guilty before a legal judgement has been
pronounced

we should normally avoid asking someone
who is unable to give their consent for
views on ma�ers likely to be beyond their
capacity to answer properly (if they are not
aware of the extent of their ac�on). Such
people could be the emo�onally
vulnerable, vic�ms of crime or trauma, or
those lacking the mental capacity or
understanding

we must not expose contributors to risk in
the pursuit of our journalism

inves�ga�ve journalists will o�en work
undercover, but a journalist covering
general news must present themselves as
a journalist when seeking out informa�on.
People react differently when they know
you are a journalist. This is linked to
obtaining their consent

news organisa�ons must have the consent
of people who are interviewed; the
agreement can be captured as recorded
permission

in situa�ons where people are filmed in a
crowd they are seen as being an

20



illustra�on of general public life and
permission is not needed
a journalist must inform people about
their inten�on to broadcast, the purpose
and context, and also make clear that it
may not be used or that it may be used in
a different context
a journalist must not offer a contributor
the permission to review and edit the
material that is being use. It must be made
clear when consent is sought that there
will be no editorial approval role for the
contributor
consent is voluntary, informed and a clear
agreement of what is being covered in the
media and this agreement must be
obtained in good faith by the journalist
when ac�ng as an editor of a website a
journalist or producer must check that all
the personal informa�on being published
has the consent of the person involved.
Some�mes this will not apply – for
example, some people may prefer to keep
secret uncomfortable details about
themselves, like their age of the fact that
they have a prison record.  But it might
nevertheless be right to publish these
facts.  Again, apply the public interest test.
the journalist must make clear that
consent given to the news organisa�on
means that the content may appear on any
device the broadcaster delivers to

privacy has to be measured against public
interested on a case-by-case basis, bearing

in mind doing no harm. For every situa�on
the journalist must consider whether there
is a public interest reason for invading
someone’s privacy
journalists must protect someone’s
personal life, integrity, dignity and feelings
from unjus�fied sensa�onal exposure or
sugges�on of crime
those who put themselves forward for
public office, or are in the public spotlight,
should be open to fair and honest public
scru�ny, however their personal life should
be protected unless in the public interest
to disclose certain details.
when someone in the public spotlight makes
a public proclama�on that contradicts their
private behaviour, journalists should
consider whether the person has waived
their right to personal privacy
children, vic�ms of crime and accidents,
the vulnerable and disabled and those
unable to defend themselves or contribute
to the debate about their posi�on should
be offered protec�on against having their
privacy invaded
journalists should not publish the names
or any other details that could lead the
iden�fica�on of children who have been
the vic�ms of crime, par�cularly sexual

the media should consider privacy as a
fundamental human right and respect the
protec�on of data, human dignity against
surveillance, the right to be le� alone and
the right to protect a person’s public image
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a person’s virtual iden�ty should be
respected and not linked to their real
name 

informa�on about sexual orienta�on,
health condi�on, background or ethnic
details should not be published unless the
journalist has the consent or unless there
is a clear public interest in using the
informa�on

a journalist has a duty to protect an
anonymous source’s iden�ty.

Journalists face a difficult balancing act. They
must respect privacy but they must also be
rigorous and robust in their inves�ga�on into
issues that are in the public interest. This will
mean that in some cases it will be necessary for
a journalist to carry out an inves�ga�on that
interferes with someone’s privacy.

Public interest includes: exposing or detec�ng
crime, highligh�ng significant an�-social
behaviour, corrup�on or injus�ce, disclosing
significant incompetence or negligence and
informa�on that allows people to make more
informed decisions about ma�ers of public
importance, protec�ng people's health and
safety, preven�ng them from being misled, and
issues of freedom of expression. 

The most important rule is that we must treat
people fairly and with respect. We must also be
clear about our own mo�ves. We must have no
personal interest in an inves�ga�on that
invades a person’s privacy. The only

jus�fica�on is that it is in the public interest
and we are genuinely a�emp�ng to shine a
light on wrongdoing. 

Journalists should ask themselves who might
want to respond to an issue, and try to contact
and include this viewpoint in order to enhance
the understanding around the story. All
responses should be reflected fairly and
accurately and published at the same �me as
the allega�on. The allega�on must be in the
public interest and there must be strong
reasons for believing it to be true and for
publishing it.

Whether you are presen�ng a balanced story
or wri�ng a comment piece presen�ng your
own point of view, the audience will feel
cheated if you slant the facts or present
opposing opinions disingenuously. 

Fairness is also about le�ng people respond
when they believe you are wrong, even if you
do not agree. It also means listening to
different viewpoints and incorpora�ng them
into the journalism. It does not mean parro�ng
lies or distor�ons to achieve that lazy
equivalence that leads some journalists to get
opposing quotes when the facts
overwhelmingly support one side. Ul�mately,
fairness emerges from a state of mind. We
should be aware of what drives us, and always
be willing to listen to those who disagree. 

The first rule of having a conversa�on is to
listen -- we can learn more from people who
think we're wrong than from those who agree
with what we've said. 
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The media should consider privacy as a
fundamental right. Personal data protec�on,
protec�on of human dignity, the protec�on
against surveillance, and the right to be le�
alone should all be respected by journalists. 

Children, vic�ms of crime and accidents, the
vulnerable and disabled and those unable to
defend themselves or contribute to the debate
about their posi�on, should be offered
protec�on from having their privacy invaded.

Those who put themselves forward for and are
elected for public office and who are engaged
in forming public opinion through poli�cal
ac�vity, should be open to fair and honest
scru�ny in their dealings. However, their
private lives should remain private unless there
is a clear public interest in revealing a
behavioural trait that could conflict with their
public work.

Privacy must not be infringed without good
reason. The balance between the rights of the
individual to privacy and the rights of others to
freedom of expression, freedom of informa�on
and the right to ques�on, is finely balanced.
The test must be whether it is in the public
interest for informa�on to be published.

The journalist must be sure that people know
why and how they are being asked to
contribute and where the material they
contribute will appear. The only excep�on is
where the publica�on of that material is in the
public interest and such interest requires some
inves�ga�ve and undercover repor�ng.

Some�mes it is in the public interest not to
reveal the full purpose of the programme to a
contributor. 

The journalist must tell the contributor that
there is a possibility that their material might
not be used or that it might also be used in
other news services operated by the news
organisa�on. This is par�cularly important in
cases where the news organisa�on broadcasts
or publishes to mul�ple outlets.

If someone refuses to contribute, the journalist
should consider whether it is appropriate to
make this clear to users. At �mes it will be
necessary to outline the condi�ons the
contributor set out before agreeing to
par�cipate.  Journalists must protect the
privacy of contributors and ensure that no
personal informa�on is published.

Presump�on of innocence 
The presump�on of innocence shall be applied
to all people. The suspects of crimes should be
referred to, at most, by their ini�als of their
name before a definite judgment is passed. In
case of under-age or juvenile criminals,
reference to their names or any other
iden�fica�on data is to be restricted even
subsequent to the judgment. 

Nick name 
Nick names and online iden�ty are also
protected by privacy. The real iden�ty can
never be uncovered by the service provider. 
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Sensi�ve data
The sensi�ve data shall be handled in a cau�ous
manner. Informa�on about sexual orienta�on,
health condi�on, beliefs, background of na�onal
or ethnic minori�es shall not be published
unless the journalist owns a consent wri�en
agreement. In the case of public opinion-
forming people these data can be published if
they revealed the informa�on themselves or it
has a huge impact on the society. 

Secret recording 
Journalists should not use material recorded
without the person being aware of it unless it is
an absolute necessity. People should be told in
advance if something is to be recorded. The use
of webcams to monitor and watch people
without their consent is prohibited. (I can't see
any other possibility here) Great care is needed
when deciding to use footage recorded by
webcams installed in a public area. Journalists
need to ensure that a public interest jus�fica�on
exists, such as observing proven criminal ac�vity. 

Anonymous sources 
Anonymous sources are generally to be
avoided. However, there are some occasions
when it is necessary or desirable to protect the
iden�ty of a source.  For example, some�mes it
is necessary to grant anonymity to a source in
order to expose major wrongdoing.  Or the
editorial team decides that revealing the
iden�ty of a person is likely to cause distress, it
may be acceptable for that source not to be

named. Before revealing a source’s iden�ty, the
editor needs to ensure that a journalist has not
given an undertaking to guarantee anonymity.

Privacy policy on the website 
Every website must have a specified page -
linked from all the pages of the website - where
the audience can read about the rules and the
policies of the company. The Privacy Policy
should also make clear what the audience can or
cannot do in the interac�ve sec�ons of a news
site, if there is a pre- or a post modera�ng.
Websites aimed at children have to fulfil special
requirements to ensure their privacy. 

Private behaviour, correspondence and
conversa�on should not be brought into the
public domain unless there is a clear public
interest. The mere fact that other parts of the
media have reported private behaviour is not
of itself sufficient to jus�fy repor�ng it too. 

Journalists must not use any informa�on about
users gleaned from a website’s database.

Warnings
Journalists have a duty to make sure a
contributor understands that the material they
contribute will circle the globe. Some will not
understand that. It does not take a lot of effort
to tell them. People should be told that the
story will be published on the Internet, because
it will be there forever and for everyone to
locate, not for just a day or a week, such as is
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the case with print and broadcast, but for all
�me. This should be made clear to contributors
when their privacy is being discussed. 

In the case of newspapers’ websites, stories are
o�en the same both in the print and the online
edi�on. In some cases, those quoted or taking
part in a print interview might not realise that
what they say and any images of them will also
be available to a world-wide audience once
they are published on the web. Some�mes, this
can cause discomfort to the ones involved. 

Fishing for stories
Journalists must not ‘fish’ for headlines by
fabrica�ng a situa�on to try to find a story, even
if they are convinced that there is a story to be
told. However, if a journalist can prove that
their inves�ga�ons are in the public interest,
then senior editors need to be consulted as to
whether publica�on is a viola�on of someone’s
privacy or an essen�al part of newsgathering.
Whatever the purpose is, permission must be
asked beforehand first. Excep�ons are cases
where the source refuses to give permission,
but the topic affects the public and withholding
the story could harm individuals, or where
seeking such permission could result in an
inves�ga�on being undermined.

Trauma
Online journalists must obtain the permission
of people if they want to publish details about
their lives, par�cularly if the story is a follow up
to a trauma�c experience. 

Regional case studies
Romanian case study: In June 2008,
mainstream media carried reports about a
teacher whose in�mate videos were available
on the Internet. She had filmed herself while
having sex with her husband. The videos were
on their laptop. One report claimed that the
folder was accidentally shared on a peer-to-
peer network, while another reported that the
laptop was taken for servicing and the films
uploaded to the Internet. The woman and her
husband deny having had posted them
themselves. When somebody recognized the
teacher they told local journalists. Since the
story was made public, the woman took a leave
of absence and subsequently moved out of the
country. She was long gone when the na�onal
media picked up the story and exposed her to a
much larger audience. The na�onal media
made her name and her face public, and all the
ar�cles were linked to the videos. The ar�cles
raised the ques�on of how appropriate it was
for a person in the woman's posi�on and who
educated children to do such a thing. The more
liberal media, and especially women
magazines, argued that what a person does in
the privacy of their own home is irrelevant to
their profession. But no one asked the ques�on
of how appropriate is to reveal this person’s
name and face and to promote the viewing of
her personal recordings.

Guideline: Journalists must consider the right to
privacy as a rule, not an excep�on. The only �me
this can be challenged is if it is felt that revealing
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the informa�on is in the public interest. In this
case, the in�mate details of a person's private life
had no public interest value. Only when they are
an essen�al part of the story should a journalist
ever consider intruding on a person's privacy and
publishing material without consent.

Serbian case study: A producer was working for
a Serbian TV show containing a short feature
about cooking. It was hosted by a famous
Serbian actor with young female members of
the public appearing as his guest. The
producer's job was to upload text about the
episode and about the guests a�er each
episode. A photo gallery was also produced,
along with video clips. The informa�on
uploaded to the website was taken from the
details the guests had filled in on the forms they
submi�ed prior to the recording sessions. It
included their names, date of birth, informa�on
about their occupa�on and educa�on and some
other personal facts. The data was used to
prepare the host so that he could talk to his
guests. A�er one show, one of the guests
demanded that all the informa�on about her be
removed from the site. Apparently, although
she agreed to be in the show (she came to the
recording session and the episode with her was
aired), she didn't agree to any informa�on
about her be published online. The producer
removed all her personal informa�on from the
site, apart from that she revealed during the TV
show. Later the producer discovered that the
disgruntled guest hadn't filled out her form

herself; it was done by one of her friends. Also,
it was subsequently discovered that all the
forms the young female guests had filled in
weren't consent forms, so legally they all could
have asked that any informa�on regarding them
be removed from the site.

Guideline: When ac�ng as the editor of a web
site, a journalist or producer must check that
all the personal informa�on they are about to
publish has the consent of the person involved.
They must also check that although someone
may have given their consent for material to be
aired on TV or radio, they may not have given
their consent for it to be published online.
Make sure that consent forms about personal
informa�on explicitly allow publishing online.

Serbian case study: A group of fourteen-year-
old girls in the town of Pirot, at the southeast
of Serbia, captured another girl from their
school and subjected her to physical violence
and sexual abuse. They filmed what happened
on a mobile phone camera and distributed the
images around the school. The filmed material
was picked up by the media and appeared
online, in print and on TV. Some TV sta�ons
broadcast “raw” footage. Even with her eyes
covered, the girl could be recognised. The
Public Prosecutor’s Office, warned the media
not to publish or broadcast the filmed material
saying they could be charged with distribu�on
of child pornography. 

Guideline: The iden�ty of children must be
protected, especially when they are vic�ms of
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the crime. Journalist should be careful when
exposing details about all crime vic�ms.
Journalist should try to expose only the
necessary details and thus protect crime
vic�ms from being trauma�zed further. 

Analiza slučaja u Makedoniji: Makedonska web
stranica je prenijela priču u kojoj se kaže da je
maloljetnik silovao svoju dvogodišnju rodicu. U
izvještaju je navedena starost maloljetnog lica,
njegovo ime i prvo slovo prezimena, dio grada
u kom živi, a prikazana je i slika porodične kuće
gdje se navodno silovanje dogodilo. Web
stranica je objavila inicijale silovanog djeteta i
ime njegove majke.

Smjernica: Novinari ne treba da objavljuje
imena ili bilo šta drugo što bi moglo doves� do
prepoznavanja djece koja su počinila ili su žrtve
seksualnih krivičnih djela ili maloljetnih
kriminalaca.

Macedonian case study: A Macedonian website
carried a story saying that a minor raped his
two year old cousin. The report gave the age of
the minor, his first name and first le�er from
his last name, the area in city where he lives,
and showed a picture of the family house
where the alleged rape had taken place. The
website reported the ini�als of raped child and
name of his mother. 

Guideline: Journalist should not publish names
or anything else which might lead to the

iden�fica�on of children who are perpetrators
or vic�ms of sexual crimes or juvenile
criminals.

Macedonian case study: A Macedonian website
announced that police had taken into custody
40 pay toll workers who were suspected of
taking bribe worth €5m. The website published
pictures of two policemen with masks and guns
escor�ng the accused to court. The faces of
those accused were visible. Almost a year a�er,
the case was s�ll unproved.

Guideline: An accused person must not be
presented as guilty before a legal judgement
has been pronounced. Journalists must protect
a person's private life, integrity, dignity and
feelings from unjus�fied or sensa�onal
exposure or sugges�ons of crime. Reports must
not contain opinion as to the outcome of an
alleged crime and must protect those accused
and only release details once the court has
ruled.

Hungarian case study: A video post was
published in one of the biggest Hungarian
online newspapers. It was about an 11 year old
homeless Roma child from Romania, who was
living in the streets of Budapest. The child
displayed violent behaviour on the video,
abusing people, stealing money, drinking
alcohol and smoking.  A few days a�er the
video was posted the child was a�acked on the
street. The a�ack was organized in blog,

27



referring to the video post. The child was
eventually taken into care and returned to
Romania. 

Guideline: Children must be protected when
their situa�on is being exposed by journalists.
In this case the child’s face should have been
blocked from view. The editor has a
responsibility for ensuring that the journalism
produced on the site does not put the child in
danger. 

Conclusion
Wri�ng editorial guidelines covering ethical
issues is an ongoing process that needs to
reflect what is acceptable and what is not
acceptable in a changing society. The Media
Centar Sarajevo started this process in 2006
and revisited it two years later. This probably
needs to be an on-going process if these
guidelines are to remain fresh and relevant.
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