
Good Deed or Self-Promotion? 
 
A local TV station in Midtown, Oregon was one of several media outlets who received an 
invitation to cover a sting operation set up by city police. The recently formed Vice Squad was 
planning to set up a sting in the city’s most crime-ridden neighborhood. Since the formation of 
the Squad two years before, citizens and public officials had been asking them to show some 
results. After all, the bond issue that financed the new force had been a substantial addition to the 
city tax burden. 
 
The Vice Squad set up video cameras attached to telephone poles surrounding a two-block radius 
in the neighborhood. Their objective was have several plain-clothes detectives posing as drug 
buyers and prostitutes interact with drug dealers and “johns” (individuals soliciting prostitutes), 
catch them on camera, and subsequently arrest them. Their offer to the local media included free 
distribution of the edited tapes from the sting and open access to the members of the Vice Squad 
who participated, as well as the chief of police who okayed the operation. 
 
Channel 5 News, however, wanted more. Their news director asked if two of his reporters (one 
male and one female) could pose as a drug buyer and a prostitute in order to “lend authenticity” 
to their coverage. They promised to give full credit to the Vice Squad for the footage and for 
their cooperation. 
 
When the sting was completed, over a two-day period, 26 people had been charged with crimes. 
Eight had been arrested outright, and the rest were issued summons to appear in court. The two 
reporters had participated in six of the sting encounters. 
 
The resulting Channel 5 report far outdid the other news outlets in town with its first-hand detail 
of the encounters and arrests, and its reporters became instant celebrities of sorts. The local 
newspaper, however, questioned the wisdom of putting untrained reporters into potential danger, 
even if they were supervised by the police. The head of the Vice Squad had no comment except 
to say that the overall operation had been a big success. 
 
The Channel 5 news director, responding to questions at a news conference, defended his 
station’s actions by saying that it was all done in the interest of exposing a story that needed to 
be told. When asked whether he understood that his reporters were, in fact, also breaking the law 
by soliciting for prostitution and buying drugs, he replied that the police had agreed not to press 
charges against them. They would also not have to appear in court to testify against the six 
people they had “stung.” As a result, those six people were also not charged. 
 
Use the following test to determine whether Channel 5’s actions were ethical or not. If you 
answer “no” to any part, then the action is at least ethically questionable. 
 
Potentially deceptive news gathering techniques, should be employed only after a full and 
deliberate discussion in which the decision maker(s): 

• are convinced that the information sought is of compelling public importance,  
• are doing it for humanitarian purposes devoid of self-interest,  
• have considered all alternatives to the use of deception,  
• are convinced that the benefit to be derived from the deceptive practice outweighs the 

possible harm to the various parties involved, and  
• are willing to disclose to their audience the nature of the deception and their reasons for 

using such tactics.  


