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Communication Law & Ethics Final Case Study 
 

 Katy’s little girl, Kimmy was reported missing, and then found dead in Florida. Katy 

placed the blame on her babysitter Zany the nanny; however, somewhere along the line, Katy’s 

father Joe was accused of molesting her and her daughter Kimmy, which turned into him being a 

potential suspect for Kimmy’s death. Kimmy was not even reported to have been missing until a 

month after her disappearance by her grandmother Jillian. Bill, a local news reporter for Big 

Town News, was ecstatic over all the drama that was taking place in his town. He felt as though 

these stories would increase the news organizations readership - and as a result - there are a slew 

of legal lines he crossed. The first fallacy Bill made in his reporting beings with his initial 

interview with Katy while she was in jail before the trial. He published an article after this 

interview without verifying his facts with police officials.  

    In addition to this reckless regard for the truth - after the trial was over - Bill published another 

story with information from Katy, chalked full of falsified information, that again was not 

verified by police officials. Both of the publications that took place following these instances put 

Bill in a situation to be sued by Joe, and Zanny the nanny. Both parties (Joe, and Zanny) can 

claim actual malice against Bill, with reckless disregard criteria because they meet the following 

qualifications: 1) Urgency of the story. Is there time to check the information? Yes. 2) Source 

reliability. Is the source trustworthy? No. 3) Story believability. Is further examination 

necessary? Absolutely. (The Law of Journalism and Mass Communications, 182) In this 

particular case,  Bill would not be able to defend himself because of a breach.  
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    Let’s back up a smidge and take a look at another fallacy in Bills reporting. During the trail, 

Bull was informed of a warrant search that would be taking place in Katy’s garage apartment 

attached to her parents home. The police officers asked if Bill would like to come along on the 

search warrant, and he eagerly jumped at the opportunity. Throughout the search he took 

photographs that he published with an article for Big Town News. An appropriation case can be 

made here by Jillian, Joe, and Katy. Since there are two torts within appropriation, the family can 

capitalize on commercialization because of the photographs published by Bill. They would have 

a strong plaintiff case, because while Bill could approach his defense claiming newsworthiness, 

he can also be accused of intrusion, which is not only a tort but a crime (The Law of Journalism 

and Mass Communications, 281). In the case of an intrusion by trespass case, Bill would not be 

able to defend himself on the bases of consent.  

    Another enormous and critical case would be after the trail was over, Katy was in need of 

money and reached out to Bill to exchange information about what she claims was the 

molestation of her and Kimmy by Joe for money from the news organization. None of what Katy 

told Bill was correct, but of course in his brilliance he was not aware of that. Bill tried to speak 

with Jillian and Joe but they refused to comment, as they have continued to do since the original 

case closed. Bill did not confirm this information - once again - with policy officials, and ran the 

story. Of the four privacy torts (false light, appropriation, intrusion, private facts) Jillian and Joe 

could go to town against Bill with a privacy lawsuit. For false light, the plaintiff (Jillian and Joe) 

would have to stand on the publication of the story, false facts, highly offensive to a reasonable 

person, and the reporting asking recklessly, or being negligent of the plaintiff as a private person 

(The Law of Journalism and Mass Communications, 260). All of which Jillian and Joe can make 

a sturdy case for.   
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    Another pitfall in this story goes back to Bill’s initial interview with Katy. Bill does have First 

Amendment rights to publish information, the fact that he interviewed Katy, and published a 

story prior to her trail means that his story about affect jurors. It undermines the defendant’s 

Sixth Amendment rights (The Law of Journalism and Mass Communications, 406). Bills 

publication can cause jurors to be exposed to pretrial publicity, alter their perception of evidence 

presented at trial, the information from the media can appear more convincing or reliable, and 

the media can be found to lean toward one specific verdict (The Law of Journalism and Mass 

Communications, 409). I would assume that this  case would be closed due to rape shield 

protection laws. Considering that there was potential for Joe to have molested both Katy, and 

Kimmy (even though Kimmy was murdered) the courts should have take much more extensive 

protection from the media for Katy’s sake in order to protect her as a potential sexual assault 

victim.  

    The fact that Bill wrote daily articles throughout the trail breaks The Nebraska Press Standard 

that was put in place to prevent media disclosure of information produced in court (The Law of 

Journalism and Mass Communications, 419). The Nebraska Press standard states the following: 

1. Disclosure of the protected information would present a substantial threat to a fair trial. 2. 

There is no effective alternative to a gag on the press. 3. The gag will effectively eliminate the 

danger to the fair trail, and 4. The gag is narrowly tailored to restrict only the information that 

must be kept secret (The Law of Journalism and Mass Communications, 419).  

    In regards to ethics, I would love to address the photojournalism aspect of things here. We 

discussed in class how law vacillates depending on the cultural climate of what society deems 

acceptable, which ties very closely to this idea of relative ethics. There where two instances 

where Bill published images he did not receive consent for, and while there have been a slew of 
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privacy, appropriation, false light, defamatory, and intrusion issues sprinkled all throughout these 

cases, I think it is worth stepping into the newsroom and analyzing their thought processes. 

Clearly, the editors have done a consistently horrendous job of editing and approving work; 

however an MIT article I read discusses how photographic journalism has changed dramatically 

because of technology. It is not only a medium that people are consuming, but it is used to gather 

news, which means that the saying “a picture speaks a thousand words” because a critical reality 

editors must be conscientious of (Ethics in Photojournalism).  

    California State University’s Fullerton Professor Paul Martin Lester, wrote six ethical 

philosophies to help editors and photographers alike answer big questions in their 

photojournalistic reporting and publishing (Ethics in Photojournalism). The six ethical 

approaches are categorical imperative, utilitarianism, hedonism. The golden mean, the veil of 

ignorance, and the golden rule (MIT). To relate these concepts back to the photographic situation 

with Bill, I think the golden rule would be the most applicable. There are certain situations in 

photojournalism were posting more graphic, emotionally painful photos are necessary; however, 

in the case with Zanny, Bill should have considered the bigger picture. And used intuition ethics. 

No objective claim or evidence pointed to Zanny being guilty of anything; therefore she’s 

innocent until proven guilty. The harassment that took place on behalf of Bill toward Zanny was 

unethical and unnecessary. On the topic of ethics, the $100,000 transaction between Big Town 

News and Katy raises some serious questions. The Columbia Journalism Review wrote and 

article discussing the ethical implications of paying sources for exclusive information. The New 

York Time’s policy is, “We do not pay for interviews or unpublished documents: to do so would 

create an incentive for sources to falsify material…”(Columbia Journalism Review). We see the 

falsification of information manifest it’s in this case! The primary objectives to counter the 
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exchange of money between news organizations and sources is the corruption of finals products; 

however, many try to justify the action. The claims presented to defend the act argue that if our 

criminal justice system is allowed to implement such measures, then why can’t our journalists? 

Another factor involved in this ethical dilemma is the business aspect of reporting. Everyone 

wants to be the first organization to publish a top notch story, and if you can pay to get your 

hands on one, which will in return drive up your readership/viewings, then why not give yourself 

that competitive advantage? Regardless, I find myself standing with the policy procedures of The 

New York Times, and the statement by the Columbia Journalism review, “ Paying people to talk 

to you creates a powerful incentive for them to say what you want to hear. That’s certainly true 

in the case of interviews and testimony, and I don’t think it’s advisable to pay someone to tell 

their story” (Columbia Journalism Review).  
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