HOW TO WRITE A MEDIA ETHICS CASE ANALYSIS
by
Charles Warner
Read a case at your normal speed without stopping to take notes.  Then, carefully read the entire case again, taking notes in the margins as you read.  You must identify the elements in the case that correspond with the elements in the Potter Box:
1. Situation
2. Values
3. Principles
4. Loyalties
As you write your case analysis, you must include appropriate references to the assigned reading.  Your references must be in the following format for books on the reading list: (Christians & Fackler, 2001, p. 126.).  For Web sites: (www.charleswarner.us. February, 2010.) – the date is the date you accessed the Web site.  For books not on the required or recommended reading list: (Philip Kotler. 2001. Kotler on Marketing. New York: Free Press. p. 126.).  You do not have to restrict yourself to referring to required or recommended reading.

You will be analyzing cases using one of the following ethical principles, and you must state which principle you are using in the Principles section of your paper.  The five ethical principles, or guidelines, as indicated in depth in Media Ethics: Cases in Moral Reasoning, Ninth Edition, pages 10-21, are:

1. Aristotle’s Mean: “Moral virtue is a middle state determined by practical wisdom.”  Virtuous people will arrive at a fair and reasonable agreement for the legitimate claims of both sides somewhere in the middle of two extreme claims.  The two sides must negotiate a compromise in good faith.  “Generally speaking, in extremely complicated situations with layers of ambiguity and uncertainty, Aristotle’s principle has the most intellectual appeal.”  BASIC CONCEPT: Negotiated compromise.
2. Kant’s Categorical Imperative: “Act on that maxim which will become a universal law.”  Kant gave substance to the Christian Golden Rule because Kant says that what is right for one is right for all and for all time.  “Right is right and must be done even under the most extreme conditions.”  Humans have an instinctive knowledge of what is right – a conscience – and must act on it.  The categorical imperative can be thought of as God’s immutable laws.  BASIC CONCEPT:  What is right for one is right for all for all time.
3. Mill’s Principle of Utility (Utilitarianism): “Seek the greatest happiness for the greatest number.”  (1) Produce the greatest possible balance of good over evil and (2) distribute this as widely as possible.  “Mill contended that happiness was the sole end of human action and the test by which all conduct ought to be judged.”  BASIC CONCEPT:  The greatest good for the greatest number of people.
4. Rawl’s Veil of Ignorance (Egalitarianism): “Justice emerges when negotiating without social differentiations.”  Fairness is the fundamental idea in the concept of justice.  Enlightened self-interest.  Veil of ignorance means that everyone step away from real circumstances into an “original position” behind a barrier where roles and social differences are eliminated.  “Justice is blind.”  BASIC CONCEPT:  Fairness.
5. Judeo-Christian Persons as Ends: “Love they neighbor as yourself.”  Unselfishly caring for those who need it most – compassion.  “The norm here is giving and forgiving with uncalculating spontaneity and spending oneself to fulfill a neighbor’s well-being.  Everyone is equal in his or her humanness -- inclusiveness.  BASIC CONCEPT:  Compassion and inclusiveness.

   

      Structure your case analyses in the following five sections:

1. Situation – Give a brief, very brief summary of the facts in the case.
2. Values – State the values involved.  Examples of values are: (1) Journalistic values such as the public’s right to know, truthtelling, or balance and fairness, (2) legal values, (3) patriotic values, (4) religious values (don’t kill the unborn, e.g.), or (5) freedom-based values (women’s right to choose, e.g.), (a person’s right to privacy).
3. Principles – State which of the five ethical principles above you are considering when making your judgment.
4. Loyalties – Discuss to whom your primary loyalty belongs.  Base your decision about your primary loyalty on the following duties (complete descriptions of these duties can be found on page 19 of Media Ethics, Ninth Edition, Christians, Fackler, et al):
a. Duty to ourselves

b. Duty to clients/subscribers/supporters
c. Duty to our organization or firm
d. Duty to professional colleagues
e. Duty to society
5. Judgment – After carefully considering the four elements in Potter’s Box, what was you final judgment, or decision.

 

Begin your write-up with a synthesis of the facts in the case in one or two brief paragraphs under the heading of SITUATION.  Do not put anything else in the Situation section, as it must be a brief summary of just the facts in the case.
The heading of the next section of your paper is VALUES.  Make it brief; just state which of the five values above (or other values) you are using to make your decision, such as truthtelling and patriotism, for example.  You can have more than one value, but no more than three.
The heading for the next section should be PRINCIPLES and should contain one of the five ethical principles that you have selected to use, such as Aristotle’s Mean or Utilitarianism, for example.  Write two or three paragraphs on why you believe the principle you have chosen is the correct one for this case—your rationale for using the principle.
LOYALTIES should be the heading for the next section of the paper and should be the second longest section of your paper.  State your primary loyalty, or duty, and why you selected it, such as duty to your professional colleagues, for example.  In three or four paragraphs, write what your dilemmas were in making your choice.  Which loyalty did you select first but changed, and why?  In which areas were you most conflicted in you choice?
The most important section of your write-up comes next, under the heading JUDGMENT.  This section should be the longest, most thorough, probably four or five paragraphs.  I want to understand the process you went through in making your final judgment or decision.
I will not grade papers on whether or not you made the “right” decision, because there are no absolutely right decisions.  I will judge your write-ups on the consistency of your thinking and the logical applications of the values, ethical principles, and loyalties to your final decision or judgment. 
Your Judgment section should generally be in the form of, “This is what I think they should have done, and why I think so.”  IT IS IMPORTANT THERE BE REFERENCES TO THE ASSIGNED READING IN THE JUDGMENT SECTION.  Your grade will depend, to a large degree, on how many appropriate, logical references you include in your write-up.
Even though this is not an English course, you are expected to write in clear, concise, well-organized English.  Be particularly watchful for errors in spelling; especially, understand the difference between "its" and "it's" and “there” and “their.”
