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ABSTRACT 

 As both journalism and the film industry have evolved, so has the portrayal of 

journalism ethics on television. Past research depicts an evolution in journalism film 

ethics, where the film industry has portrayed journalists as both good guys and bad 

guys. Advances in the film industry and narrative storytelling have allowed for more 

complicated plots to be featured on dramatic television shows which lends itself to 

fostering more discussion on a larger variety of ethical dilemmas with a larger variety of 

outcomes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The image of the journalist in film and television has a long and varied history. 

Meet John Doe in the 1941 was comedic, All the President’s Men in 1976 was a heroic 

drama while 1976’s satirical Network had a more cynical take on journalism. These 

classic journalism movies are some of the films that mark trends in the media’s portrayal 

of journalists. 

 This study aims to examine the modern portrayal of journalists on recent fictional 

dramatic television shows. As the television industry has grown and developed, 

especially with the growth of cable television and the freedom showrunners have on that 

platform, new and more complicated storytelling is now available. Showrunners have a 

chance to introduce diverse characters with depth and, on television, have the 

opportunity to develop and grow their characters as the episodes progress. They have 

more freedom in the content of their shows, especially on cable channels, which can 

allows for deeper examinations of darker subjects. With this expansion of television 

capabilities, this study aims to discover if there is a more robust portrayal of journalists 

and more attention to the ethical decisions they make. 

 While this study cannot make any assumptions about the influence these shows 

have on public perception of journalists, these shows can provide a glimpse into some 

of the stereotypes regarding journalists that are prevalent in the popular culture of our 

time. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

        The portrayal of journalists in popular culture is a complex and evolving topic that 

has real-world implications for how the public -- and journalists themselves -- view the 
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industry. Many scholars and film or television critics believe we’ve transitioned from a 

time of portraying journalists as heroes to portraying them as evil villains, and there is 

also the belief that heroic journalist characters are positively influencing the image of 

journalists in society. This is significant because it appears that the public references 

and compares screen depictions of journalists and how they work through difficult 

ethical issues to real-life journalism events, and this becomes a way for the public to 

criticize real-life journalistic practices. While there has been a lot of research on 

journalism ethics in older films or television shows, there is little scholarship about more 

recent journalism films and even less research on current television shows featuring 

journalists. 

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS 

        While there have been television shows produced about journalists for decades, 

there has been a shift in how journalists have been portrayed. Bernard Weinraub goes 

over the history of journalists in the movies in an article for The New York Times. He 

says that in the 30s and 40s, reporters were “cynical and tough and hard-edged and 

that made for comedy and good lines.” By the 70s and 80s, after the film All the 

President’s Men, reporters became heroes and took themselves very seriously. In 

recent years, Weinraub says journalists are portrayed “less as villains than as spoiled 

and arrogant elitists.” However, he contends that journalists on television nonetheless 

are portrayed “as utterly charming.” 

In an article for The Observer, Paul Harris states that shows such as the Mary 

Tyler Moore Show, Murphy Brown and NewsRadio may have found success and an 
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audience because they were airing at a time in the late 1970’s and 80’s when journalists 

were viewed in a more favorable light than journalists today. 

        Michael Barthel, writing in Bullet Magazine, says that previously, journalists may 

“not have always been an earnest seeker of truth, but you were at least an honest, 

hardworking schmo, full of vim and moxie… pursuing the story doggedly but maintaining 

a basic decency.” Now, Barthel argues that reporters are portrayed as selfishly and 

ruthlessly pursuing a story for the sake of ratings and that journalism today seems to 

pine for a “lost golden age,” citing NBC’s Hannibal and the fictional journalist Freddy 

Lounds so is “by far the most loathsome character” in a show that notably also features 

a cannibalistic serial killer. 

        Caryn James from The New York Times states that with the blending of tabloid 

journalism and reality television, films are now simply assuming that journalists are 

terrible people. James says the idealization of the Washington Post’s Bob Woodward 

and Carl Bernstein in All the President’s Men and elsewhere lessened the effect of 

heroic reporter figures that followed. James believes that the media’s growth created a 

more diverse yet fragmented field which led to varied standards and caused a decline of 

the public’s respect for journalists. Then subsequent media mishaps, such as Jayson 

Blair’s plagiarism and Dan Rather’s report on President Bush’s National Guard service, 

further exacerbated the problem. James posits that as confidence in journalism 

plummets, movies are more likely to portray reporters unfavorably and as that image 

persists, it will begin to take hold. 
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        James makes the point that life is complex, and movies have yet to catch up with 

the most volatile journalistic issues.  She asserts that movies are generalizing the entire 

profession by emphasizing the tabloid-littered portion of journalism. 

        In an article for Variety, Brian Lowry suggests that there may be a disconnect 

between how fictional journalists are portrayed and how real-life journalists are, stating 

that Hollywood paints fictional journalists in a far more glamorous light. The writer says 

that though Hollywood may still view journalists as heroes, this vote of confidence 

comes at a time when the industry is declining and the public continues to scrutinize the 

work of journalists. He also notes a strange contradiction between fiction and reality. 

Fictional journalists acting as a vanguard against big conspiracies as opposed to the 

dwindling amount of investigative journalism and the focus of some journalists to merely 

save themselves. 

        In an article for The Daily Beast, Lloyd Grove discusses how journalism movies 

ultimately focus on integrity and pushing for the truth or a convenient lie. The article also 

says that people know the importance of the journalism industry when it comes to 

maintaining a healthy democracy. In order to exist and function well, a democracy 

needs informed citizens so they are aware of the government’s policies and give 

feedback. Grove believes that making journalism more universal and more commercial 

has turned it into something much less noble than earlier films where it was viewed as 

something much more rare and sacred. 

Real World Impact 

        In an article published by The Image of the Journalist in Popular Culture Project, 

Matthew Ehrlich, one of the leading researchers on journalists in film, says that it’s 
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important to study how journalism is represented in popular works because the 

representation reflects what the public may think about the industry’s achievements and 

failures as well as their expectations and apprehensions about it. Trying to understand 

what film is saying about the public’s perception of journalism can help journalists 

understand how they can improve the industry and gain more of the public’s trust. 

        Barthel further discusses the real world impact of these fictional journalists. The 

Newsroom was often referenced during the Boston marathon crisis. “Its wide visibility 

and availability as a shared reference has made it the focal point through which we see 

of the press’ difficulty in balancing speed and accuracy.” 

        Willa Paskin’s article in Salon also comments on how Sorkin’s The Newsroom 

appears to have a cultural impact. Despite criticism, Sorkin’s episode “I’ll Try To Fix 

You” continues to be referenced when cable news networks disseminate wrong 

information. The article says that each time a network makes that mistake, the episode 

feels more justified despite its over-the-top self-righteousness. 

        In an article for the Columbia Journalism Review, Eric Alterman discusses the 

positive impact Stieg Larsson’s The Girl With The Dragon Tattoo book and movie had 

on the journalism industry. Larsson’s hero Mikael Blomkvist approaches business 

journalism with the intent of uncovering the truth, not satisfying the people they cover to 

receive perks. Alterman argues, however, that its biggest contribution is its accuracy. 

Larsson captures the challenges of honest journalism and illustrates its importance. The 

author argues that this is important because of “the profession’s apparent inability to 

make a compelling case for itself, at least in the eyes of the readers, viewers, and 
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listeners who do not appear to be concerning themselves terribly much with its rapid 

disappearance.” 

Ethics 

        In an article for the Australian Quarterly, Warwick Mules cites advances in 

technology as a driving factor in the changing of journalism and journalism ethics. He 

says Australian sitcom Frontline, a show about the day-to-day operations of a television 

current affairs show, has drawn attention to the faults in Australian journalism practice 

and education and “shows how traditional values of the press, including those of truth, 

objectivity and disinterest are not so much discarded as reconfigured within a context of 

disingenuous moralizing, sensationalism, stereotyping, and the cult of personality.” 

Mules says this satire is much more affective in criticizing the media when compared to 

Media Watch, a watchdog program dedicated to exposing the media’s mistakes. Media 

Watch is confined to a world of blacks and white; criticism is limited to things either 

being “right or wrong, true or false, ethical or unethical.” Frontline’s satirical approach 

allows for more discussion of how to rethink media studies and journalism training. 

        In an article in the Journal of Public Affairs Education, Melvin Dubnick, a political 

science professor at the University of New Hampshire, discusses the effectiveness of 

using movies to teach morals and ethics to “the American professional class,” a group 

of working individuals he feels have a great need to be taught better ethically. He says 

that films can be utilized in three ways: providing moral lessons, acting as moral case 

studies and energizing the “moral imagination.” During his experience of assigning 

movies to his ethics class, he found they acted as a gateway into exploring ethical 

dilemmas in a way that was more accessible than other attempts. 
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       The book Journalism Ethics Goes to the Movies, edited by Howard Good, explores 

ethical issues journalists will encounter in their career by examining ethical dilemmas as 

presented by movies. Saltzman says movies are “guaranteed to excite the interest and 

stimulate the thinking of students, teachers and journalists alike.” Though while movies 

may be a good source of ethical situations, they don’t necessarily have a “fully worked-

out moral philosophy.” But while movies may be more effective at starting conversation 

about ethical issues and aren’t as effective at finishing them, this is still a valuable trait. 

The book focuses on specific movies to discuss specific journalistic ethical issues. For 

example, Berrin A. Beasley discusses Wag the Dog and the political manipulation of the 

media while Bill Reader uses Die Hard and Die Hard 2 to explore when journalists are 

the first responders. 

        Alexa Milan’s thesis on the “Modern Portrayals of Journalism in Film” discusses 

three categories that recent films about journalism fall into: “films about current media 

trends, nostalgic films about media history, and film about media ethics issues.” 

 
THE SHOWS: GENRES, TARGET AUDIENCE AND CREATORS 

 The five shows selected have journalistic themes or prominent journalists in their 

plotlines; HBO’s The Wire (2002-2008), HBO’s The Newsroom (2012-2014), FX’s 

American Horror Asylum (2012-2013), NBC’s Hannibal (2013-present), and Netflix’s 

House of Cards (2013-present). Each show has a slightly different genre and target 

audience appeal which influences the type of storytelling and subsequently how 

journalism ethics are portrayed, almost as much as the writers own personal 

experiences with journalism influenced certain shows as well. 
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 The Wire is categorized as a crime drama, though there are also many political 

undertones throughout the series. Simply airing on HBO already describes some of The 

Wire’s primary audience “a largely white, educated and relatively affluent population,” 

according to Shirin S. Deylami and Jonathan Havercroft in “The Politics of HBO’s The 

Wire: Everything is Connected.” Furthermore, creator and writer David Simon was 

known for his “general disdain for the typical TV consumer.” As a show writer, Simon 

has the most journalism experience among the five shows; he spent years working for 

the city desk at the Baltimore Sun and took his knowledge and observations from his 

time there and applied them to television. In an article by Cynthia Rose, Simon says he 

was initially altruistic when he began his career in journalism, but became more 

pragmatic as the years went by. In an article in Reason, Simon says his cynicism about 

journalism’s power is one of the main reasons he left the industry. 

 The Newsroom is described as a political drama, meaning it has a political 

component reflected in the author’s political opinion or describes a politician or series of 

political events. Creator and writer Aaron Sorkin has a reputation for production political 

dramas, first with The West Wing and now with The Newsroom. Again airing on HBO 

pushes the show’s target demographic slightly older and more educated. Sorkin’s 

portrayal of journalists on The Newsroom is often viewed as a well-intentioned but 

sometimes contrived and condescending depiction of the journalism industry and how 

the industry should be. 

American Horror Story: Asylum airs on FX, though unlike the HBO shows, it’s 

target demographic skews towards the younger half of the 18-49 demographic as the 

horror show doesn’t cater to the more educated audience the previous shows do. Writer 
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Ryan Murphy began his career in feature and celebrity journalism, working at The Miami 

Herald, The Los Angeles Times, The New York Daily news, the Knoxville News 

Sentinel, and Entertainment Weekly before moving onto television. In an article for 

xfinity, Murphy said that his interest in Truman Capote in Cold Blood from when he was 

a journalist was an inspiration for Lana’s character as well as the focus on fame. 

Murphy describes Lana as “kind of that corruption of fame stuff that I thought was really 

interesting.” 

 Hannibal is the lone show in this study from a commercial broadcast network, 

though many critics believe the psychological-thriller horror show is more characteristic 

of the dark and gruesome shows of cable. Like AHS: Asylum, Hannibal skews towards 

the younger half of the 18-49 demographic, with a large and very social media active 

fanbase of females. Writer Bryan Fuller worked exclusively as a television writer and 

producer. In an article in The Hollywood Reporter, Murphy said his approach to 

journalism was similar to his approach to writing for television; he asks questions, not 

just to himself but to his colleagues in the writers room which often leads to “a 

discussion about how we’re living today.” 

 House of Cards is a Netflix original series which appeals to a similar audience as 

the two HBO shows. In “Netflix Focuses on Targeted, Premium Content, and It Works,” 

Julia Boorstin says it “appeals to a premium HBO audience of educated adults who also 

subscribe to HBO.” Like The Newsroom, House of Cards is categorized as a political 

drama. However, this is more because of it’s subject matter than because of the agenda 

of the writers. Writer Beau Willimon is a playwright and screenwriter, though he worked 

on many political campaigns when he was younger. In an article by Jordan Zakarin for 
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The Hollywood Reporter titled “‘House of Cards’ Beau Willimon on Showing Bad 

Journalist Behavior: ‘That’s Sort of The Point,’” Willimon says “we’re not telling the story 

of a noble, ethical journalist. We’re telling the story of youthful ambition. it’s not 

someone who’s a good journalist. it’s someone who’s a good climber. that’s in line with 

the overall subject of our show, which is power… [Zoe Barnes] wants access and 

influence, not necessarily the truth.” 

 
METHODOLOGY 

This study is a quantitative content analysis about how current fictional television 

dramas portray journalists responding to journalistic ethical dilemmas. The television 

shows chosen range in genre from political drama to horror thriller and either heavily 

featured the theme of journalism or prominently featured a journalist character in the 

cast. Seasons examined were: season one from The Newsroom, Hannibal, and House 

of Cards; season two from American Horror Story: Asylum; and season five from The 

Wire. (Episode list, below.) 

 
Once chosen, backgrounding was done on the shows to try to discover the writers’ 

backgrounds and views on journalism, as well as the shows’ target demographic and 

genre in order to be better informed about why some differences in storytelling may 

occur. Based on the scholarship by Ehrlich and literature in magazines and 

newspapers, it was hypothesized that the expansion in dramatic television storytelling 

has allowed for not only more complexity in stories but also more complexity in the 

characters they features, which would lead to a variety of instances of journalism ethical 

dilemmas with a mixture of outcomes depending on the show’s agenda. 
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Each episode was watched and instances of ethical dilemmas related to journalism 

were coded for the qualities listed below.  

 
1. Approximate duration of discussion of ethical dilemma. 

2. Description of ethical dilemma. 

3. Character(s) who made the final decision. 

a. Gender (Male or Female). 

b. Age (Young, Old) 

i. Young = under 45 years old 

ii. Old = over 45 years old 

c. Status (Low, Middle, High) 

1. Low = Reporters and assistants 

2. Middle = Editors and producers 

3. High = Managing editors, executive producers, management 

4. As characters advanced professionally as the season 

progressed, so did their status. A character’s status is coded 

for the moment the ethical dilemma occurs, not where they 

were ranked at the beginning of the season. 

4. Was the ethical dilemma acknowledged? (Yes, No) 

5. Coding according to SPJ’s code of ethics, see breakdown below. 

6. Was the decision made ethical, unethical or unclear? 

A code was developed based on the Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics. 

7. Seek Truth and Report It 

a. Instances that involve: 
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i. accuracy 

ii. context 

iii. source identification and anonymity 

iv. undercover work 

v. open and civil exchange of views 

vi. stereotyping 

vii. advocacy and commentary 

viii. plagiarizing 

8. Minimize Harm 

a. Instances that involve: 

i. balance public’s need for information with potential harm 

ii. sensitivity to those affected by coverage 

iii. private vs. public people 

9. Act Independently 

a. Instances that involve: 

i. conflicts of interest 

ii. gifts and special treatment 

iii. favors to outside parties 

iv. advertising 

10. Be Accountable and Transparent 

a. Instances that involve: 

i. explain ethical choices 

ii. respond to questions on ethics 
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iii. acknowledge mistakes 

iv. expose unethical journalism 

11. Other 

a. Instances that involve: 

i. safety of the journalist 

ii. being physically and mentally fit to report 

iii. reporter’s rights 

 
EPISODE LIST 

The Wire - Season 5 

1. More with Less 

2. Unconfirmed Reports 

3. Not for Attribution 

4. Transitions 

5. React Quotes 

6. The Dickensian Aspect 

7. Took 

8. Clarifications 

9. Late Editions 

10. -30- 

 
The Newsroom - Season 1 

1. We Just Decided To 

2. News Night 2.0 

3. The 112th Congress 
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4. I’ll Try to Fix You 

5. Amen 

6. Bullies 

7. 5/1 

8. The Blackout, Part 1: Tragedy Porn 

9. The Blackout, Part 2: Mock Debate 

10. The Greater Fool 

 
American Horror Story: Asylum - Season 2 

1. Welcome to Briarcliff 

2. Tricks and Treats 

3. Nor’easter 

4. I Am Anne Frank (Part 1) 

5. I Am Anne Frank (Part 2) 

6. The Origins of Monstrosity 

7. Dark Cousin 

8. Unholy Night 

9. The Coat Hanger 

10. The Name Game 

11. Spilt Milk 

12. Continuum 

13. Madness Ends 

 
Hannibal - Season 1 

1. Apéritif 
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2. Amuse-Bouche 

3. Potage 

4. Œuf 

5. Coquilles 

6. Entrée 

7. Sorbet 

8. Fromage 

9. Trou Normand 

10. Buffet Froid 

11. Rôti 

12. Relevés 

13. Savoureux 

 
House of Cards - Season 1 

1. Chapter 1 

2. Chapter 2 

3. Chapter 3 

4. Chapter 4 

5. Chapter 5 

6. Chapter 6 

7. Chapter 7  

8. Chapter 8 

9. Chapter 9 

10. Chapter 10 
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11. Chapter 11 

12. Chapter 12 

13. Chapter 13 

 
FINDINGS 

 There were a total of 117 coded ethical dilemmas from all episodes of the five 

shows. 

 
Findings by Dilemma Category 

While a few dilemmas were coded with multiple categories, the vast majority, or 110 of 

117, fell into a single category. 

Figure 1: 
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Figure 2: 

 

 
 

Figure 3:  
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Figure 4a: 

 

Figure 4b:
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Findings by Character Demographics 

Character List: 

Male: 

The Newsroom: 

1. Will McAvoy - Jeff Daniels - anchor, managing editor 

2. Jim Harper - John Gallagher, Jr. - senior producer 

3. Don Keefer - Thomas Sadoski - executive producer 

4. Neal Sampat - Dev Patel - Will’s blog writer 

5. Charlie Skinner - Sam Waterston - Atlantis Cable News president 

6. Elliot Hirsch - David Harbour - anchor 

7. Gary Cooper - Chris Chalk - associate producer 

8. Martin Stallworth - Thomas Matthews - associate producer 

9. Reese Lansing - Chris Messina - president of Atlantis World Media 

House of Cards: 

10. Lucas Goodwin - Sebastian Arcelus - editor at The Washington Herald 

11. Tom Hammerschmidt - Boris McGiver - editor-in-chief The Washington Herald 

The Wire: 

12. Augustus “Gus” Haynes - Clark Johnson - city desk editor 

13. Scott Templeton - Thomas McCarthy - reporter 

14. James Whiting - Sam Freed - executive editor 

15. Thomas Klebanow - David Costabile - managing editor 

16. Tim Phelps - Thomas J. McCarthy - state desk editor 

17. Steven Luxenberg - Robert Poletick - metro section editor 
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18. Jay Spry - Donald Neal - metro desk copy editor 

19. Jeff Price - Todd Scofield - city hall reporter 

20. Bill Zorzi - William F. Zorzi - courthouse reporter 

21. Mike Fletcher - Brandon Young - general assignments reporter 

22. Roger Twigg - Bruce Kirkpatrick - police reporter 

 
Female: 

The Newsroom 

1. MacKenzie McHale - Emily Mortimer - executive producer 

2. Maggie Jordan - Alison Pill - personal assistant, associate producer 

3. Sloan Sabbith - Olivia Munn - economic reporter 

4. Kendra James - Adina Porter - booker 

5. Nina Howard - Margaret Judson - gossip columnist  

6. Tamara Hart - Wynn Everett - associate producer, booker 

7. Leona Lansing - Jane Fonda - CEO of Atlantis World Media 

House of Cards 

8. Zoe Barnes - Kate Mara - reporter 

9. Janine Skorsky - Constance Zimmer - reporter 

10. Margaret Tilden - Kathleen Chalfant - owner of The Washington Herald 

The Wire 

11. Alma Gutierrez - Michelle Paress - reporter 

12. Rebecca Corbett - Kara Quick - regional affairs desk editor 

American Horror Story: Asylum 

13. Lana Winters - Sarah Paulson - reporter 
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Hannibal 

14. Freddie Lounds - Lara Jean Chorostecki - reporter 

Figure 5: 
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Figure 6: 

 

Figure 7: 
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Figure 8: 

 

Figure 9: 
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Figure 10:  

 

 
Showrunner Demographics 

The Newsroom 

• Aaron Sorkin, white, male, 53 

House of Cards 

• Beau Willimon, white, male, 37 

The Wire 

• David Simon, white, male, 55 

American Horror Story: Asylum 

• Ryan Murphy, white, male, 49 

• Brad Falchuk, white, male, 44 

Hannibal 

• Bryan Fuller, white, male, 45 
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DISCUSSION 

Dilemmas Heavily Focused on Truth and Accuracy 

 Of the 117 ethical dilemmas coded, 64 instances or around 54 percent dealt with 

issues regarding accuracy and truth. (Figure 2) This category was the most dominant in 

The Newsroom and The Wire, the two shows that were more focused on depicting the 

truth-seeking qualities of journalism. (Figure 1) Most instances in The Newsroom 

involved making sure the news they were delivering was in context and truthful, while 

nearly all of the instances in The Wire dealt with reporter Scott Templeton plagiarizing 

and his editor Gus Haynes attempting to uncover the truth about his reporting. 

 The next largest category dealt with acting independently, which accounted for 

31 percent of instances. (Figure 1) The Newsroom and House of Cards were the most 

prevalent shows in this category, with The Newsroom characters fighting against the 

media company’s owners who tried to sway the journalism for the sake of ratings and 

business interests and House of Cards’ Zoe Barnes dealing with Congressman Frank 

Underwood’s influence and agenda. 

 Instances regarding minimizing harm only accounted for 14 percent of ethical 

dilemmas. In the 19 instances where the impact of reporting on others was taken into 

account, 68 percent the decisions were ultimately unethical. Almost all of these 

unethical decisions stemmed from Hannibal’s Freddie Lounds, who time and time again 

put herself and others at risk for the sake of printing a sensational story. 

Being transparent accounted for less than 1 percent (Figure 2). The two 

instances occurred in The Newsroom when Will McAvoy directly addressed the 

audience about their show’s new commitment to quality journalism. None of the other 
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shows directly addressed their news organization’s responsibility to discussion ethical 

decisions and mistakes with the public in order to foster an open dialogue with them and 

earn their trust. 

While all of these principles hold a high level of importance in real life journalism, 

these shows illustrate an unbalanced emphasis on seeking truth and reporting it, with 

few instances discussing minimizing harm and transparency. The lack of instances 

dealing with these issues may leave the public with a skewed perception of their 

importance.  

 
Shows Perpetuate Idea of High Ranking, Older Men Controlling the Newsroom 

and Women Journalists Being Unethical 

 Despite perceived advancements in diversity in television shows, with the 

expansion of cable allowing for more freedom in storytelling, most of the shows 

exhibited conformist and traditional views by having high-ranking, older men making a 

majority of the ethical decisions and portraying the women journalists as unethical and 

evil. Furthermore, all the showrunners of the shows were white and male, with their 

ages ranging from 37 to 55. 

Though female journalists dominate three of five shows, male journalists made 

the majority of the ethical decisions. American Horror Story: Asylum, Hannibal, and 

House of Cards prominently featured female journalists as essential lead characters, 

however, 58 percent of decisions were made by males in the newsroom (Figure 5). And 

while the overall counts of ethical and unethical decisions are equal, 62 percent of 

decisions made by women were unethical while only 34 percent of decision by men 

were unethical (Figure 8).  
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A count of all the journalists in the five shows shows there were 22 male 

journalists and only 14 female journalists. This includes some minor journalists in both 

categories who did contribute to some discussions on ethics, never made any of the 

decisions in the end.  

Hannibal is an interesting show to examine when it comes to gender because the 

character of Freddie Lounds is male in all other iterations of the storyline. Bryan Fuller, 

in an interview with Todd VanDerWerff of A.V. Club, said he decided to turn Lounds into 

a female character because the show needed “more female voices and perspectives 

and characters on the show, because it’s just a lot of men. It ran dangerously close to 

being a lot of white men, and we just didn’t want to be so narrow in our worldview.” 

Fuller goes on to discuss how he wanted to represent a variety of people of different 

genders, ethnicities and sexual orientations in the show. Fuller says he received real life 

inspiration from the Rebekah Brooks phone hacking scandal at the New of the World 

and used her as a role model for his female Lounds. 

An overwhelming 88 percent of decisions made, whether male or female, were 

made by middle or high ranked characters (Figure 7). Though many discussions, 

particularly in The Newsroom but also in The Wire and House of Cards, included all 

ranks of journalists, the final decision making was still left to the more seasoned editors 

and executive editors. The Newsroom’s top editors took their lower ranking colleagues’ 

opinions into consideration more often than top editors in The Wire, who often made 

unethical decisions directly opposing the opinions of lower ranking editors. 
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Political Dramas Have Higher Counts of Ethical Dilemmas and a Differing 

Portrayal of Journalists Than Horror Dramas 

As anticipated, the political drama featured most of the ethical dilemmas coded in 

this study, with The Newsroom having 43 percent and House of Cards and The Wire 

having 23 percent each. American Horror Story: Asylum and Hannibal, had less of a 

focus on journalism as a whole so there were less instances of journalism dilemmas in 

those shows (Figure 3). Furthermore, The Newsroom spent significantly more time 

allowing characters to discuss ethical dilemmas, with 21 percent of the show featuring 

discussion of ethical dilemmas (Figures 4a and 4b). 

The genres of the shows appear to have some influence on the portrayal of 

journalists’ reactions to ethical dilemmas. The horror shows (Hannibal and American 

Horror Story: Asylum) portrayed journalists in a much more sinister and power hungry 

light with very dire circumstances attached to their poor ethical decisions. Their 

journalistic decisions were used to drive very dramatic At the other end of the spectrum, 

The Newsroom is the only show that consistently portrays journalists as attempting to 

make the journalistically ethical choice, perhaps because of Aaron Sorkin’s tendency to 

use his shows as a vehicle to spread his ideas and messages. Dramas The Wire and 

House of Cards show a mix of good and bad journalism ethics, though The Wire’s 

original intent to be realistic has resulted in a more consistently balanced portrayal than 

House of Cards’s unethical Zoe Barnes.  

 
Overall Portrayal of Journalists as Season Progress Varies 

 In Hannibal, reporter Freddie Lounds (Lara Jean Chorostecki) is immediately 

portrayed as an untrustworthy character in a series of quick moments depicting her 
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doing underhanded and dishonest things in order to get information for a story. As the 

series progresses, her commitment to getting the details of the story no matter what 

remains unwavering and the consequences of her poor journalistic decisions lead to 

very severe and bloody consequences including the escape of a murder suspect, the 

death of a police officer and her own kidnapping.  

 In American Horror Story: Asylum, Lana Winters (Sarah Paulson) is similarly 

immediately portrayed as a journalist that will stop at nothing to get a story. She lies 

about her motives for visiting the insane asylum and her decision to attempt to go 

undercover to gather information leads to her season long imprisonment in the very 

asylum she was investigating. Even after a season of torture and horror, Winters 

continues to strive for fame and success, writing a book that stretched the truth of her 

experience and filming a documentary that capitalizes on the struggles of the patients at 

the asylum. 

 In House of Cards, Zoe Barnes (Kate Mara) is immediately portrayed as a 

journalist that will do anything to get a story. However, as the season continues and she 

begins to have her doubts regarding her working and personal relationship with 

Congressman Frank Underwood, yet it’s difficult for her to cut ties with him because of 

her ambitions. 

 In The Wire, both good and bad journalism ethics are portrayed fairly equally with 

both of these qualities mainly embodied in two reporters; with ethical editor Augustus 

“Gus” Haynes (Clark Johnson) and morally challenged reporter Scott Templeton 

(Thomas McCarthy).  
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 The Newsroom is the only show to immediately portray journalists as trying to be 

truthful and trustworthy and abide by good ethical practices. It also features the most 

discussion about ethical dilemmas as well as the most input from different levels of staff, 

though ultimately, decisions are nearly always made by the highest ranking journalists 

in the newsroom; Mackenzie McHale, Will McAvoy and Charlie Skinner. 

 
Significant Season-Wide Dilemmas by Show 

The Newsroom - News Judgement Independence from Owners 

 One of the main ethical dilemmas that played a significant role in the season was 

the struggle between Leona and Reese Lansing and Charlie Skinner, MacKenzie 

McHale and Will McAvoy over the new stories News Night reported on. As owners of 

the Atlantis Media Group and Atlantic Cable News, Leona and Reese had a lot at stake 

not only in the ratings of the news show but also in what the show reported on. Multiple 

times throughout the series, the Lansings approach the top newsroom members to try 

and influence them; either to cover a popular story that may not necessarily be very 

journalistically important or to not cover a story that may anger their business partners. 

 In the beginning of the season, as the reporters and executives are adjusting to 

the new focus of creating high quality journalism, some missteps happen and 

characters such as Will McAvoy fold under the pressure of ratings and pleasing people. 

However, as the season progresses, the characters become more steadfast in their 

refusal to be swayed by outside influences and their desire to report the most important 

stories.  

The only instances they fold to pressure are when they agree to cover Casey 

Anthony and Anthony Weiner. These stories break at a time when their ratings are 
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particularly important because they want to win the right to hold a presidential debate, 

with the goal of making the debate more hard hitting and informative. Unfortunately, 

their decision to bypass those stories at first causes them to close viewers which 

endangers their changes at the debate. As a result, they go on to begrudgingly over the 

two stories. 

Despite this being a major hit to the newsroom’s journalistic ideals, Sorkin paints 

the situation in a way where they were absolutely forced to make the choices they did. 

By subtly adding small lines here and there where the characters express their disdain 

for the situation, he continues to paint them as well-intentioned ethical journalists who 

were to make less than ideal coverage choices because of the management. 

 
House of Cards - Crossing the Line in Source Relationships 

 Very quickly in the season, a relationship between Zoe Barnes and Frank 

Underwood unfolds that goes beyond a strictly professional exchange of information. 

Though their working relationship is already questionable, with Zoe time and time again 

writing exactly what Frank wants in order to further his agenda without asking any 

questions, they take it one step further by adding the element of a sexual relationship. 

Not only that, but the show goes on to validate Zoe’s actions when a more senior 

reporter, Janine Skorsky says that everyone has done what Zoe’s doing and that she 

“used to suck, screw and blow anything that moved.” Janine’s nonchalantness with the 

conversation seems to dismiss the importance of the ethical issue of getting involved 

with a source. 

 In fact, the only character that really ever confronts Zoe on her sexual 

relationship with Frank is Lucas and that conversation is brief, with Lucas displaying 
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more personal hurt because of his attraction to Zoe and less concern about the ethics of 

it. 

 This lack of discussion on the ethics and apparent acceptance of female 

journalists’ willingness to simply jump into bed with a source for information continues to 

support a very negative portrayal of female journalists as simply women who use their 

sexuality to move up in the world. 

 
The Wire - Plagiarism to Attract Readers and Win Awards 

 Scott Templeton’s plagiarism storyline is the main focus of the journalism plotline 

in The Wire. It begins with him having difficulties finding a real interesting person to 

feature for a story so instead he spins an elaborate tale about a fictional person. He 

spends the season continuing to plagiarize stories and his lies only escalate, with him 

lying about making contact with a serial killer. 

 However, Scott’s antithesis is Gus Haynes, the city desk editor of The Baltimore 

Sun. Gus becomes suspicious of some of Scott’s reporting, all of which is very detailed 

yet hard to verify. As he keeps his eye on Scott, other reporters express their suspicions 

about Scott as well. However the managing editor Tom Klebanow and executive editor 

James Whiting are too caught up in the readers the stories will attract and the awards 

the paper could win to truly care about the truthfulness of the reporting. 

 While much discussion happens among the less influential reporters in the 

newsroom, the highest editors are show as stuck in their ways, too focused on the 

prestige. Even when a source comes forward to challenge the details of a story that 

Scott fabricated, they refuse to give credence to his claims, instead trying to convince 
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the source that he’s wrong. It is Gus who digs further in order to discover proof of 

Scott’s plagiarism. 

 Some of the most memorable journalism scandals have been related to 

plagiarism. Plagiarism is perhaps one of the most relatable principles in journalism; 

we’re all taught not to plagiarism in school. The Wire presents a look at both sides of the 

issue and presents those standing up for ethical journalism as the good reporters, 

despite the head editors constantly overturning them and having the final say on the 

ethical decisions. 

 
American Horror Story: Asylum - The Dangers of Undercover Reporting 

 Undercover reporting is a very subtle ethical dilemma displayed in American 

Horror Story: Asylum, however the consequences kick off the rest of the season’s 

events for reporter Lana Winters. Her desperate actions to get into the Briarcliff Manor 

mental institution are underhanded; she lies about her reason for visiting the institution 

in order to try and gain information on the story and later returns in the middle of the 

night to snoop around. This relentless curiosity leads to her capture and imprisonment 

in the institution, where she undergoes unimaginable tortures. 

 Yet, Lana doesn’t seem to learn from the consequences of her actions. Instead, 

her ordeal only spurs her further to get the story. Upon her escape from the mental 

institution, she returns with a camera crew to document the atrocious conditions 

patients there face. Despite her own time there as a helpless patient, Lana shows very 

little compassion or concern for the patients there. Instead she’s portrayed as story-

hungry, with her focus set on getting enough material to produce a shocking story that 
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will push her into fame. She even goes so far as to embellish her already extraordinary 

story in the hopes of selling more copies. 

 Despite Lana’s botched undercover reporting job and her near exploitation of the 

patients struggles for her own advancement, Lana is rewarded with fame and wealth. 

However, she does have a hallucination of other characters chastising her for her lies, 

yet she stays firm in her belief that she did what she had to do. 

In the show, Lana is one of the main protagonists that you’re rooting for, yet the 

show portrays her as having less than ideal journalism ethics. But the audience is still 

encouraged to be on her side, so her journalistic missteps are often dismissed or 

justified in the show.  

 
Hannibal - The Importance of Minimizing Harm 

 Like Lana, Hannibal’s Freddie Lounds exhibits a ruthless desire to get the story. 

The first time we see her, Freddie lies about who she is to a police officer in order to get 

information, takes sneaky photos of a crime scene and publishes information crucial to 

the investigation without any thought to the impact that could have to the investigation. 

And like Lana, eventually Freddie’s poor ethical journalism decisions come back to bite 

her; a killer tracks her down, kills the cop she underhandedly got information from and 

kidnaps her. Again, like Lana, Freddie continues to push ethical boundaries in her 

pursuit for information, even after the horrific ordeal. 

 But unlike Lana, Freddie is not portrayed as any sort of protagonist in the first 

season. She’s shown as very selfish and conniving, with few redemptive moments in 

her character arc. Her portrayal is almost the exact antithesis to the journalists on The 



Samoy&37&

Newsroom as she has very little regard for ethics and little concern for the effect her 

journalism has on the world around her. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 Despite a new age in television which features more complex and diverse 

characters than ever before, this study found that the journalism shows examined still 

showed a deference to stereotypes and persisting perceptions of journalists and ethics. 

Most of the decision making in these fictional newsrooms fell on the shoulders of older, 

high-ranking male characters while women journalists were portrayed as immoral. While 

there was no coding for ethnicity or race, this study also observed that the vast majority 

of characters, especially in the higher ranks, were white. 

 While the overall count of ethical and unethical decisions was even, the types of 

ethical dilemmas was heavily skewed towards seeking truth and reporting it with a 

surprising lack of discussion on transparency. 

 
RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

 While this study had originally intended to include qualitative interviews with 

showrunners in order to discern their thoughts on journalism ethics, the scope of the 

coding proved to be more time intensive than anticipated. 

 Furthermore, show selection itself was a limitation. This study only looked at one 

season from each of the shows selected and there are many more shows featuring 

journalists that can be studied from genres beyond politics and horror. Focusing on 

shows that primarily fall into these two specific genres limits the scope of the study as 

the genre itself appears to have some sort of influence on the way journalists are 

portrayed 
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FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Future research can expand on the limits this study encountered, by including 

qualitative interviews, examining more seasons and including different shows. As 

journalism continues to change along with the landscape of television writers, further 

research can examine how new shows reflect this changing journalistic environment. 

 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 The author would like to thank Professor Nancy Sharkey for her steadfast 

support and guidance. 

 



Samoy&39&

REFERENCES 
 
Weinraub, Bernard. "Bad Guys, Good Guys: Journalists in the Movies." The New York  

Times. The New York Times, 12 Oct. 1997. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

Harris, Paul. “Aaron Sorkin turns to TV journalism for new drama series.” The Guardian.  

The Guardian. 7, Apr. 2012. Web. 14 Apr. 2015 

 

Barthel, Michael. "Why Do TV Shows Hate Journalists So Much?" Bullett Media. N.p.,  

24 Apr. 2013. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

James, Caryn. "The Rise of Killer Photographers and the Decline and Fall of Journalists  

on Film." The New York Times. The New York Times, 18 July 2005. Web. 14  

Apr. 2015. 

 

Lowry, Brian. "Journalists Are Heroes in Latest TV Dramas." Variety. N.p., 06 Feb.  

2013. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

Grove, Lloyd. "Hollywood Thinks Journalists Are Sexy Again." The Daily Beast.  

Newsweek/Daily Beast, 17 Sept. 2014. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

Ehrlich, Matthew C. "Studying the Journalist in Popular Culture." The IJPC Journal 1 (2009):  

1-11. The Image of the Journalist in Popular Culture Project. Web. 26 Apr. 2015.  

<http://ijpc.uscannenberg.org/>. 

 

Paskin, Willa. "Newsrooming It: How Aaron Sorkin Reframed Bad Media Behavior."  



Samoy&40&

Salon. Salon Media Group, Inc., 18 Apr. 2013. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

Alterman, Eric. "The Girl Who Loved Journalists." Columbia Journalism Review.  

Columbia Journalism Review, Jan.-Feb. 2012. Web. 14 Apr. 2015 

 

Mules, Warwick. "On the Media Front: A Postmodern View." Australian Quarterly 70.4 

(1998):  

28-33. Web. 3 May 2015. 

 

Dubnick, Melvin. "Movies and Morals: 'Energizing' Ethical Thinking Among Professionals."  

Journal of Public Affairs Education 6.3 (2000): 147-59. Web. 3 May 2015. 

 

"Journalism Ethics Goes to the Movies." Google Books. Ed. Howard Good. Rowman &  

Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008. Web. 04 May 2015. 

 

Milan, Alexa. "Modern Portrayals of Journalism in Film." The Elon Journal of  

Undergraduate Research in Communications 1.1 (2010): 46-57. Image of the  

Journalist In Popular Culture. Web. 3 May 2015. 

 

Deylami, Shirin, and Jonathan Havercroft. The Politics of HBO's The Wire: Everything Is  

Connected. New York: Routledge, 2025. 17 Dec. 2014. Web. 3 May 2015. 

 

Schwartz, Terri. "'American Horror Story: Asylum' Finale: Ryan Murphy Answers Five  

'Madness Ends' Questions - Zap2it | News & Features." Zap2it. N.p., 24 Jan.  

2013. Web. 04 May 2015. 



Samoy&41&

 

Boorstin, Julia. "Netflix's Focus on Targeted, Premium Content Works." CNBC. N.p., 23  

Apr. 2013. Web. 15 Apr. 2015. 

 

Zakarin, Jordan. "'House of Cards's' Beau Willimon on Showing Bad Journalist  

Behavior: 'That's Sort of The Point'" The Hollywood Reporter. The Hollywood 

Reporter, 15 Feb. 2013. Web. 14 Apr. 2015. 

 

VanDerWerff, Todd. "Bryan Fuller Walks Us through the First Three Episodes of  

Hannibal (1 of 4)." · The Walkthrough · The A.V. Club. Complex Media Inc., 23  

July 2013. Web. 27 Apr. 2015. 

 

Rose, Cynthia. "Seattle Times: The Originator of TV's 'Homicide' Remains Close to His  

Police-reporter Roots."Seattle Times: The Originator of TV's 'Homicide' Remains  

Close to His Police-reporter Roots. Seattle Times, 18 Feb. 1999. Web. 28 Apr.  

2015. 

 

Walker, Jesse. "David Simon Says." Reason.com. Reason, 01 Oct. 2004. Web. 28 Apr.  

2015. 

 

Goldberg, Lesley. "Ryan Murphy Prepping New Show, Talks Parenthood at PaleyFest."  

The Hollywood Reporter. The Hollywood Reporter, 27 Feb. 2013. Web. 29 Apr. 

2015. 

 

&


