
JRM438: Information Ethics 
Case #1 
Ethics and News Gathering 
 
 

For months there has been a secret grand jury investigation in your city of 
allegations of judicial corruption. Suddenly a grand jury report is released that says local 
judges have been cleared of any wrongdoings. “The charges were totally unfounded,” says 
the report. 

A week later, you get an anonymous phone call from a woman who says she was a 
member of that grand jury. “I can be arrested for talking to you,” she says. You promise her 
confidentiality. She says that the grand jury originally produced a report that indicted five 
local judges and said the local prosecutor’s office was rife with corruption. But, she said, 
the chief prosecutor and the chief judge killed the first report. “We were told it was 
shredded,” she says. 

You and your editor are intrigued to learn that five local judges are corrupt. But she 
is wary. “These charges have been bandied about for months,” she says. “We need 
something solid.” 

You start calling other grand jurors. Most are frightened. One of them confirms 
that there was a first report. “Look I can’t tell you what was in it,” he says, sounding a little 
drunk. “But it was a pisser.” 

You and your editor are more sure than ever. She is on your back almost every day 
about the story. “Find a way to get it into the paper,” she says. 

A month goes by. Judges in two major drug cases mysteriously dismiss the 
charges and set the defendants free. There is no protest from the prosecutor. In another 
case, a group of Mafia members receive ridiculously light sentences. You continue to 
make inquiries and finally you get a response. A senior partner from the state’s most 
powerful law firm calls your newspaper’s lawyer and says if you keep implying that the 
judges are corrupt, he’ll sue you for slander. “These charges have already been 
investigated and disproven,” he warns. You and your editor meet with your lawyer. He 
says that the only safe way to do the story is to get some documents backing it up. The 
grand jurors can’t go on the record. “No way can we use confidential sources on this story,” 
he says. 

A week later, a young, idealistic prosecutor calls you into his office. You chat briefly 
about the upcoming Super Bowl. He gets you a cup of coffee. Suddenly he stands and 
says, “Wait here, I’ll be back in ten minutes.” While sitting there, you notice a large report 
sitting in the middle of his otherwise empty desk. You lean forward and see that it is a 
copy of the original grand jury report. It looks to be about 500 pages. You realize it is no 
accident you’ve been left alone with this report. 

After a moment, the prosecutor’s secretary comes into his office and says he was 
called away on an emergency and would be gone all day. “But he said you could finish 
your coffee,” she says. You figure you’ll have about five minutes before she becomes 
suspicious. What do you do next? 

 
 



Answer the following questions as part of your analysis of this case. 
 
1. What is the main ethical issue in this case? 
 
2. Should you use the document or shouldn’t you? Discuss the pros and cons of 

using it, using at least two (2) moral theories discussed in class. 
 

3. What course of action would you recommend? Defend our position using at 
least two (2) ethical theories discussed in class. 

 
 
Your answer to this case should be between 3-5 double spaced, typed pages. 
 
 
Note: 
A grand jury report would not necessarily be considered confidential and you wouldn’t 
necessarily go to jail for having it in your possession. On the other hand, grand jury 
testimony is confidential. And you could be prosecuted for having it in your possession. 
For our purposes, assume that the report mentioned in the case isn’t confidential, nor is it 
considered public knowledge. 
 
This case appeared in Rivers, William L. and Cleve Matthews (1988) Ethics for the Media. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 114-15. 


