
Investigative Journalism
Investigative journalism often involves: 
 Representing the public interest
 Exposing secrets, wrongdoing, harmful practices
 Critically examining institutions and their workings
 Showing how laws are violated or exploited
 Holding the powerful accountable
Controversies:
 Accusations of bias, one-sided reporting
 Use of unnamed sources
 Going undercover
 “Fake News”



Investigative Journalism
Ultimate reward – Pulitzer Prize
 Regarded as highest honor in journalism
 Voted on by board of accomplished journalists
 Established in 1917 by publisher Joseph Pulitzer
 Administered by Columbia University
 Awarded in many areas of journalism, literature
 Most notably for investigative reporting

https://www.pulitzer.org/


Investigative Journalism
Some terminology:
 Accountability

o Holding those in powerful positions responsible for actions
o Also must apply to journalists investigating them

 Corroboration
o Confirming aspects of a story from multiple sources, angles
o Incredibly important step in checking out information

 Triangulation
o Reporters verifying info with a minimum of three sources
o Important both ethically and legally

 Off the Record vs. Unnamed vs. On Background 
o Off the Record: Info only for reporter’s information, not published
o Unnamed: Not for attribution – use info, but not source name or job
o On Background: Use info, not name, some source identification 



Investigative Journalism
Different general types of investigative reporting:
 Scandals

o Uncover violations of laws, rules or norms of decency
o Can involve organizations or individuals, sometimes both

 Institutional Abuses
o Cases where laws or policies exploit workers or public, benefit the powerful
o Frequently involve leaks or whistleblowers

 Dangerous Developments
o Reveal situations, social movements that could pose threat to public
o Can involve a social trend, a group gathering members, etc.

 Positive Trends
o Bring attention to unseen groups & people doing good things
o Often start out with different purpose

 Stories of the Underrepresented
o Can be positive or negative, depending on circumstances
o Often require reporters to approach carefully



10 Commandments of News
“Thou shalt not…”

1. Lie or misrepresent information in any medium (also means not using 
technology to alter photos, video, audio, etc.).

2. Lie to or threaten a source.
3. Report rumors or other unverified information.
4. Suppress or omit opinion with which one disagrees.
5. Show favoritism or personal bias in one's reporting or writing.
6. Misrepresent oneself or use deception to get a story (without having 

extremely powerful reasons to do so).
7. Plagiarize words or ideas (journalists can use the words with attribution).
8. Record telephone conversations without permission.
9. Use one's position for personal gain (e.g., accepting gifts from sources).
10. Do anything that may be construed as a "conflict of interest" (e.g., write 

political speeches for the candidate being covered in an election).
Adapted from John Maxwell Hamilton and George A. Krimsky, Hold the Press (1996, Louisiana State University Press)



Investigative Journalism
Ethical principles to apply to media:
 Golden Mean

o Middle ground between two extremes
o Associated with Aristotle

 Categorical Imperative
o Some things are always right, and some are always wrong
o Associated with Immanuel Kant

 Utilitarianism
o Serve the greatest good for the greatest number
o Associated with John Stuart Mill

 Veil of Ignorance
o Remove social standing from view of subject
o Associated with John Rawls

 Golden Rule
o Do onto others as you would have them do onto you
o Associated with longstanding Judeo-Christian philosophy



Investigative Journalism
Examples:
 Harrisburg, PA Patriot-News – Sara Ganim

o Investigation of longtime Penn State coach and benefactor
Jerry Sandusky for sex abuse of teenage boys

 Los Angeles Times – David Willman
o Articles on consequences of FDA fast-tracking new drugs

 San Francisco Chronicle – Kevin Fagan and others
o How established Oakland citizens found themselves homeless

 Spartan Daily – Lindsey Boyd and others
o Investigation of misappropriation of athletic scholarship money

 Spokesman-Review – Bill Morlin and others
o Investigation of Spokane Mayor Jim west

https://www.pennlive.com/midstate/2011/03/jerry_sandusky_former_penn_sta.html
http://www.profcraig.com/Williman_LA_Times_FDA_Investigation.pdf
https://www.sfchronicle.com/projects/2021/homeless-project-oakland/
https://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1043&context=spartan_daily_2019
https://web.archive.org/web/20050603001622/http:/www.spokesmanreview.com/jimwest/
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