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Justification of Deceptive Practices: Journalists’
Attitudes towards Controversial Reporting
Practices in Mainland China

Jianyou HUANG, Zhi’an ZHANG

Abstract

This study examines journalists’ attitudes towards controversial reporting
practices, changes, and influencing factors in mainland China. Based on a
survey of 2,109 journalists from five press groups (newspapers) and 28 media
organizations, this study found that the attitudes of Mainland Chinese
journalists changed significantly: Their acceptance of controversial reporting
practices increased substantially. In particular, deceptive practices, such as
paying for confidential information (“checkbook” journalism), claiming to be
somebody else, using actors to re-create of news events, and using hidden
microphones or cameras were highly accepted by the respondents (85.5%),
Among these practices, paying for confidential information and claiming to be
somebody else were the most prominent. More than 90 percent of journalists
believed these practices were acceptable. Surprisingly, these two practices were
reported as the most unacceptable by American journalists, which underlines
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the difference between journalistic practices in China the US. In addition, false
reporting practices, including modifying news photos, being paid by sources,
publishing without verification, and altering or fabricating information were
relatively difficult for journalists to accept. Nonetheless, the degree of
acceptance was 17.7%. “Aggressive reporting practices” appeared to be the
most controversial one with an acceptance rate of 44.6%. These practices
include being employed in a firm or organization to gain inside information,
badgering an unwilling informant to get a story, using confidential documents
without authorization, and using personal documents, such as letters and
photographs, without permission. Moreover, the respondents appeared to be
more tolerant of these practices than they were in the past. This finding may be
significantly correlated with the weakening of constraints, such as on media
organization, social institutions, social relation, social Systems, and individual
and market operations during social and media transitions. In other words, the
weaker the effects of these factors on journalists, the more they are inclined to
accept controversial reporting practices. These results indicate that the media in
Mainland China may face the great risk of moving toward decay. The data
analysis also showed that demographic variables, media category, and
journalists’ attitudes towards controversial reporting practices were significantly
correlated. In particular, older journalists and woman were more reluctant to
accept controversial reporting practices. It is noteworthy that, compared with
the print media, journalists: in online media were more tolerant of reporting
practices that falsify news events.
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