
  
Visual ethics 
 
Philosophy 
Designers, photographers and illustrators on student media 
staffs are first and foremost journalists. All of the ethics that 
apply to reporters and editors also apply to visual journalists. All 
journalists must aspire to seek the truth, report 
comprehensively, provide balance and honor original thought. 
 
Visual journalists play an important role on a staff as they 
provide another avenue for readers to access and understand 
news. Visual journalists are not decorators. Visual journalists 
should work closely with editors, designers, producers and 
reporters to make sure visuals are integrated with narrative, 
telling stories, not just filling space. Videos, designs, photos, 
informational graphics and illustrations all enhance the 
experience of the reader or viewer with media. 
 
More information: National Scholastic Press Association 
Student Code of Ethics — 
http://studentpress.org/nspa/pdf/wheel_modelcodeofethics.pdf  
 
More information: Society of Professional Journalists Code of 
Ethics — http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp  
 
More information: Nieman Watchdog blog, “Questions The 
Press Should Ask”: 
http://www.niemanwatchdog.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Showca
se.view&&showcaseid=152  



 
Creativity 
We live in a visual society. Innovative and creative images and 
designs are easily accessible and widely available. Such resources 
should serve as resources and inspiration for student journalists 
who, finally, should rely upon their own ingenuity to come up 
with original concepts whether in print designs, online designs, 
infographics or photographs. Student publications should give 
priority to student-produced work, adhering to the appropriate 
laws and obtaining permission when necessary to reproduce 
works not created by students. 
  
Copyright 
The copyright laws of the United States (and most other 
countries) revolve around one basic principle: works are 
copyrighted (either by the artist or their employer) at the time of 
creation. Other entities that want to reproduce works created by 
other individuals must obtain written permission, in advance. 
Publication should not use any artwork created by individuals 
not on their staffs without written permission. 
 
Copyright is a form of protection provided by the laws of the 
United States (title 17, U. S. Code) to the authors of “original 
works of authorship,” including literary, dramatic, musical, 
artistic, and certain other intellectual works. This protection is 
available to both published and unpublished works. Section 106 
of the 1976 Copyright Act generally gives the owner of copyright 
the exclusive right to do and to authorize others: 
• to reproduce the work in copies or phonorecords 
• to prepare derivative works based upon the work 
• to distribute copies or phonorecords of the work to the public 

by sale or other transfer of ownership, or by rental, lease, or 
lending 

• to perform the work publicly, in the case of literary, musical, 
dramatic, and choreographic works, pantomimes, and 
motion pictures and other audiovisual works 

• to display the work publicly, in the case of literary, musical, 



dramatic, and choreographic works, pantomimes, and 
pictorial, graphic, or sculptural works, including the 
individual images of a motion picture or other audiovisual 
work 

• to perform the work publicly (in the case of sound recordings) 
by means of a digital audio transmission 

 
More information: U.S. Copyright office — http://copyright.gov/  
 
More information: Student Press Law Center — 
http://www.splc.org/knowyourrights/legalresearch.asp?maincat
=6 
 
More information: University of Texas Copyright Crash Course: 
http://copyright.lib.utexas.edu/  
 
More information: National Press Photographers Association 
Our Images Are Our Legacy — 
http://www.nppa.org/professional_development/self-
training_resources/legacy_report/  
  
Fair Use 
The U.S. copyright law does provide for special instances in 
which copyrighted materials can legally be used without 
permission from the owner under the doctrine of fair use. 
 
The fair use of a copyrighted work for purposes such as criticism, 
comment, news reporting, teaching (including making multiple 
copies for classroom use), scholarship, or research, is not an 
infringement of copyright. In determining whether the use made 
of a work in any particular case is a fair use the factors to be 
considered include: 
1. the purpose and character of the use, including whether such 

use is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational 
purposes; 

2. the nature of the copyrighted work; 
3. the amount and substantiality of the portion used in 



relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and 
4. the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value 

of the copyrighted work. 
 
In other words, for certain non-commercial, nonprofit 
educational purposes, including use in a student newspaper, on a 
news publication’s website or on a news broadcast (audio and 
video), a small portion of a film, audio recording or print 
publication, can be reproduced without first obtaining the 
written permission of the copyright holder, but editors should 
still give credit to and acknowledge the copyright holder as the 
source of the material.  
 
More information: U.S. Copyright office statement on fair use — 
http://www.copyright.gov/fls/fl102.html  
  
Creative Commons 
The Internet makes possible the idea of universal access to 
research, education and culture, but legal and social systems do 
not always allow that idea to be realized. Legislators created 
copyright long before the emergence of the Internet, and current 
provisions in the laws can make it hard to legally perform actions 
users today take for granted, including copying, pasting, editing a 
source and posting to the Web.  
 
The default setting of copyright law requires users performing 
these actions, including artists, teachers, scientists, 
policymakers, producers of the mass media and private citizens, 
to receive explicit permission, granted in advance. To achieve the 
vision of universal access,  
 
Creative Commons helps individuals who create works provide a 
free, public, and standardized infrastructure that creates a 
balance between the reality of the Internet and the reality of 
copyright laws.  
 
There are six types of basic Creative Commons licenses all of 



which come with clearly identifying symbols. 
  
The most accommodating of these (CC BY) lets others distribute, 
remix, tweak, and build upon a work, even commercially, as long 
as they give credit for the original creation. The most restrictive 
of the licenses (CC BY-NC-ND) allows others to download works 
and to share them with others as long as they give credit. They 
can’t change them in any way or use them commercially. 
 
In short, a Creative Commons license provides a user with a form 
of explicit, written permission, granted in advance, legally to use 
copyrighted material under the guidelines provided and with the 
appropriate credit. 
 
More information:  Creative Commons — 
http://creativecommons.org/  
  
Credit 
Whether it is through the use of a Creative Commons license, fair 
use or other written permission, students editors should give 
appropriate credit to all published works. It is never acceptable 
to give credit to a photo repository or search engine such as 
google.com, amazon.com, youtube.com, vimeo.com or 
flickr.com. Instead, obtain the appropriate permission from the 
owner of the copyright and give the copyright owner credit. Some 
samples of photo credits include: 
• For staff photo: Staff photo by Jane Doe 
• For staff photo: Photo by Jane Doe/News staff 
• For submitted photo: Photo contributed by Jack Doe, used with 

permission, ©2012 
• For photo with Creative Commons license: Photo contributed 

by Shawn Newsom, CC2012 
• For movie still: Photo by John Doe, Paramount Studios, used 

with permission 
• For movie still: Photo courtesy Disney Studios, used with 

permission 
• For video clip: Video from “The Movie” courtesy 20th 



Century/Fox, used with permission 
  
Photojournalism 
By the nature of their profession, photojournalists document the 
lives of the people they cover. Their job is to share the truth, not 
to manipulate it. 
 
As the National Press Photographer Association states in the 
preamble to its Code of Ethics: “Visual journalists operate as 
trustees of the public. Our primary role is to report visually on 
the significant events and varied viewpoints in our common 
world. Our primary goal is the faithful and comprehensive 
depiction of the subject at hand. As visual journalists, we have 
the responsibility to document society and to preserve its history 
through images. 
 
“Photographic and video images can reveal great truths, expose 
wrongdoing and neglect, inspire hope and understanding and 
connect people around the globe through the language of visual 
understanding. Photographs can also cause great harm if they 
are callously intrusive or are manipulated.” 
 
Student journalists should adhere to this philosophy and should 
endeavor to remain unbiased and objective. 
 
More information: National Press Photographers Association 
Code of Ethics — 
http://nppa.org/professional_development/business_practices/
ethics.html  
  
Photo illustrations 
When photojournalists use tools such as Adobe Photoshop to 
dramatically alter images, such images should be clearly false to 
the reader and clearly labeled, taking care never to mislead or to 
deceive the reader or viewer. As the preamble to the National 
Press Photographers Association’s Code of Ethics states: “Editing 
should maintain the integrity of the photographic images' 



content and context. Do not manipulate images or add or alter 
sound in any way that can mislead viewers or misrepresent 
subjects.” 
 
In addition, NPPA provides photojournalists with additional 
guidelines as part of that organization’s Digital Manipulation 
Code of Ethics: “[T]he guiding principle of our profession is 
accuracy; therefore, we believe it is wrong to alter the content of 
a photograph in any way that deceives the public. As 
photojournalists, we have the responsibility to document society 
and to preserve its images as a matter of historical record.” 
 
The NPPA statement of principle concludes by stating, “Accurate 
representation is the benchmark of our profession. We believe 
photojournalistic guidelines for fair and accurate reporting 
should be the criteria for judging what may be done 
electronically to a photograph. Altering the editorial content ... is 
a breach of the ethical standards recognized by the NPPA.” 
 
Back in 1997, two University of Oregon professors, Tom Wheeler 
and Tim Gleason, provided some guidelines for photojournalists 
about whether and how to manipulate, to alter or to enhance 
images. Based on those guideline, photojournalists should 
answer the following questions when consider whether it is 
acceptable to manipulate an image for inclusion as part of a 
documentary news publication. 
• Does the photograph represent what the photographer saw 

through the viewfinder? Is it a depiction of reality? 
• Do the manipulations simply include routine cropping, color 

correction to restore the color balance to what appeared in 
the actual scene, or dodging/burning to improve 
reproduction quality? 

 
Manipulations such as those above are considered routine would 
be appropriate even for documentary images when not carried to 
extremes. However, two more questions help refine what is 
acceptable and not. 



• Is the proposed alternation obvious to the reader? 
• Is the altered image obviously false? 
 
With conviction, student photojournalists and editors should be 
able to answer “yes” to all of the questions before they should 
consider any manipulation for the purpose of reproducing a 
news/feature image or a photo illustration. 
 
If the answer to any of the questions above is “no,” editors and 
photojournalists should: 
• Adhere to the principle of reproducing photos that represent 

reality. Documentary news and feature photos should not 
be manipulated. 

• Find alternative images that either represent reality or 
manipulate the image to the point where the manipulation 
obvious to the reader and obviously false. 

 
While it is appropriate to label a photo illustration with the 
appropriate credit such as “Photo illustration by Tameka Brown,” 
labeling the image as an illustration alone is not enough to avoid 
deceiving the viewer. 
 
Photo illustrations are not easy to create. Nor can they produced 
quickly or cheaply. Allow time — lots of time — to conceptualize, 
obtain the props and to produce the illustration. Photo 
illustrations should be clearly staged. A reader should never 
wonder whether the photo was real. In Ken Kobre’s 
Photojournalism: The Professionals’ Approach, Jay Koelzer, a 
photographer with the Rocky Mountain News, an award-
winning newspaper that closed in 2009, said, “The photographer 
needs to take the reader somewhere outside the bounds of reality 
and the printed page. …[M]ake people think.” Never set up a 
photo illustration to mimic reality. 
  
Illustrations/artwork 
Like photojournalists, artists producing infographics or simple 
graphics for news publications, whether online, in video or in 



print, have an obligation to provide their readers with 
information as well as to entice and to entertain the viewer. They 
should never produce designs or graphics that deceive or mislead 
the readers or viewers. The Society for News Design Code of 
Ethics stresses the importance of accuracy, honesty, fairness, 
inclusiveness and courage in all aspects of mass media coverage. 
“Logic and literalness, objectivity and traditional thinking have 
their important place, but so must imagination and intuition, 
responsible creativity and empathy.” 
  
More information: Society for News Design Code of Ethics — 
http://www.snd.org/about/code-of-ethics/  
  
More information: Charles Apple blog with the American Copy 
Editors Society, “The Visual Side of Journalism” — 
http://apple.copydesk.org/category/visual-ethics/  
 
 
  
	  


