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Ethics Paper-Truth vs. the Importance of Integrity and Reputation 

          Several months ago, The Washington Post interviewed Jose Antonio Vargas, a former 

reporter from 2004 to 2009, who admitted to being an illegal immigrant from the Philippines.  

According to Vargas, his grandparents brought him to America when he was twelve years old 

and during his time of employment for the Washington Post, the assistant managing editor for 

personnel, Peter Pearl, was completely aware of Vargas’s illegal status.  However, Pearl did not 

reveal this information to anyone else at the Washington Post.  Vargas brought his story to the 

newspaper in March 2011 and they spent weeks editing and fact checking the piece and even 

received additional help from Vargas on the piece.  Then, in mid June, Post Executive Editor 

Marcus Brauchli unexpectedly pulled the story and refused to have it published.  To have his 

story heard, Vargas submitted it to the New York Times, who promptly published it online and 

in the newspaper.   

     The ethical question at interest is to decide whether to publish Vargas’s story and tell readers 

the complete truth but risk embarrassment and harm to reputation or to avoid publishing 

Vargas’s story and not be honest with the public and evade embarrassment.  However, not 

publishing the story gives other newspaper the opportunity to publish it.  In reality, the ethical 

decision maker or moral agent was Post Executive Editor Marcus Brauchli but for the purposes 

of this paper, I will be assuming the role of ethical decision maker, specifically when it involves 

journalism ethical dilemma.  The ethical decision maker has quite an important role and should 

examine every ethical issue very seriously.  This can be better accomplished by following a 
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structure for resolving ethical dilemmas called the S.A.D. Formula that includes defining the 

situation, analyzing the situation and making a final decision. 

     After understanding the important facts of the issue, it is imperative to begin recognizing the 

specific competing morals presented by the ethical dilemma.  For the issue of whether to publish 

the story about Vargas, the competing values are being truthful to the public and trying to avoid 

harm to the paper and its reputation.  One source for journalism ethical morals is the Society of 

Professional Journalists Code of Ethics, which includes several specific ideas and values for 

journalists to keep in mind while reporting the news.  According to this code, several values are 

present on both sides of the issue.  To begin, on the side of truth telling, one value that applies is 

to “tell the story of the human experience even when it is not popular”.  Vargas’s story is a 

unique experience that could be overall beneficial to society by encouraging more discussions 

about current immigration laws.  Another value is to “support the open exchange of views, even 

if those views are distasteful”.  Although the article may shine a poor light on the Washington 

Post, it is important to support the discussion of such a story.  Additionally, one Code of Ethics 

value is to “give a voice to the voiceless”.  Because Vargas is no longer a reporter for the 

Washington Post, he was incapable of telling his own story to the public.  However, a story in 

the paper could have been very popular and let readers understand his story.  Also, “seeking out 

individuals of news stories who have been accused of wrongdoings” is a value according to the 

Code of Ethics.  Not only should have the Washington Post allowed Vargas to respond and 

discuss his wrongdoings, the paper should have given Peter Pearl an opportunity to respond to 

the allegations against him.  A final value present in the Code of Ethics is to “expose the 

unethical practices of journalists”.  Allowing the public to know that Vargas was illegally being 
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in the country and working for the Post exposes the truth about a journalist and an entire 

organization.  

     On the other hand, the Code of Ethics also shows supports for not printing the story and 

protecting the paper.    One of those values is the idea that “compassion should be shown to those 

who are affected by the news coverage”.  Although Vargas wants his story told, it could have a 

negative effect on him and other members of the paper, especially Peter Pearl who knew the 

truth about Vargas.  Furthermore, a value from the Code of Ethics is to “recognize that reporting 

some information may cause harm”.  Again, printing the story could have some negative effects 

on individuals involved.  Finally, one value from the Code of Ethics involves “protecting the 

privacy of private citizens and comparing that to the need of public intrusion”.  Basically, 

although Vargas wants his story published, the ethical decision maker must decide if the need for 

the public to know the truth about Vargas outweighs the privacy rights that others affected, such 

as Peter Pearl, have.   

     After reviewing the different conflicting morals that are presented, the ethical decision maker 

can begin to recognize the alternative courses of action and start to determine the benefits and 

negative aspects of each alternate.  One possible course of action is to publish Vargas’s full 

interview.  This course of action honors the value of truth, exposing unethical practices by 

journalists, and supporting the open exchange of ideas and giving a voice to the voiceless.  

Vargas wants to share his story through the Washington Post.  Also, publishing the story does 

not give other news outlet an exclusive story about Vargas that many citizens may want to read.  

However, publishing the story may cause harm as well.  Peter Pearl knew that Vargas was an 

illegal immigrant but did nothing about it.  Publishing the story could harm his reputation and the 

reputation of the Washing Post.  Because Pearl is a private citizen it is important to consider his 
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privacy rights and recognize that publishing this story could cause harm.  Overall, because Pearl 

was in the wrong and Vargas wants his story shared, the value of truth and honesty outweighs the 

value of privacy.  Another alternative course of action includes not publishing the story at all.  

By not publishing the story, the values of privacy and attempting to not harm a reputation are put 

higher than truth and honesty.  Not publishing the story respects the fact that Peter Pearl is a 

private citizen and harm or discomfort may come from publishing the story.  However, because 

another news outlet could receive Vargas’s story, the story still may be published but the 

unethical practices of journalists are not told by the paper that hired them.  In addition, by not 

publishing the story, the Washington Post is not being totally truthful with its readers.  A third 

alternative course of action would be to publish a story about Vargas without his full interview.  

Although it may be useful to use part of Vargas’s interview, as long as he is reflected in the way 

he intended.  This course of action is still maintaining being truthful and exposing unethical 

practices of journalists, but the paper has more control of the content in the story.  With this 

control, though, comes the responsibility to report the news fairly and truthfully.  Never the less, 

readers may feel more understanding of the actions at the Washington Post if a story is published 

by one of the writers rather than Vargas telling the story himself.  If the Post can admit and 

apologize for their wrongful actions, they may be forgiven.  Also, telling the story does not allow 

another news outlet to have an exclusive story.  A final course of action would be to publish the 

story online but not in the actual paper.  Again, this course of action maintains the value of 

honesty but a different set of readers will see it.  This could still cause harm to Pearl and the Post 

because online readers will see the story though. 

     Another item to consider when deciding an ethical dilemma are the external factors.  One 

external factor to consider is the legal constraints.  Before making a decision, it is vital to 
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consider the legal effects of the ultimate decision.  For example, Peter Pearl has a right to privacy 

and it is important to contemplate if publishing the story infringes on that right.  There is no real 

legal precedent about infringing on privacy by publishing a story stating that someone knew of 

wrongdoing and did nothing about it.  It is a true fact but it may cause harm to reputation, which 

can infringe of privacy rights.  Another legal aspect is that Vargas is committing a crime and the 

consequences of publishing the story need to be considered.  However, it is the responsibility of 

reporters to expose such practices but it is best to be prepared for the repercussions of the story.  

     Furthermore, stakeholders, or those individuals or groups that may be most affected by the 

decision, are another important aspect to review before making a final decision.  The first 

stakeholder is the ethical decision-maker.  In the real life situation, it is important that Brauchli 

feels comfortable and can rationally defend his decision.  For this paper, I am acting as the 

stakeholder, and I must also be able to rationally defend my decision.  An emotion that I am 

feeling is compassion and sympathy for Pearl.  Although he did not do the right thing by 

knowingly allowing Vargas to continue to work at the Post and be in the country, I feel that he 

was stuck in a very hard situation and may not have known the correct course of action to take.  

However, it is important to put those emotions aside and focus on the best decision to make.  

Another stakeholder includes the people or groups that are most likely to be affected by the 

outcome.  In this case, Peter Pearl will probably be very affected by the decision.  Publishing this 

story could bring about serious harm to his reputation.  Admitting and apologizing for his 

wrongdoing does not guarantee sympathy and understanding from the readers.  Others greatly 

affected by the publication are Vargas and his family.  Although Vargas wants his story 

published, does not mean that it will not have severe consequences for him.  He and some of his 

family are illegally in the country and legal consequences could occur.  Also, this story could 
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affect immigration groups by sparking discussions about the current immigration laws and 

regulations.  Support may be gained from the publication of the story or support could decline 

but either way the country will be talking about immigration.  Third stakeholders to consider are 

financial supporters.  Subscribers may respect the Post for admitting their wrongdoings or they 

may be turned off by it.  However, a story like this could gain more readers and eventual 

subscribers.  In addition, depending on subscriber’s response, advertisers may be gained or lost 

from publishing the story.  Overall, even if individuals are upset with the Post, people will still 

be interested in the story and their subscribership and advertisers may improve.  Another 

stakeholder to consider is the institution, or the Washington Post.  Publishing this story could 

have negative outcomes on the paper as a whole.  The Washington Post has quite a high 

reputation to uphold and this story could ruin that reputation.  On the other hand, admitting 

mistakes and apologizing may go along way with an understanding and forgiving audience.  

Additional stakeholders are the professional colleagues, such as the other reporters at the 

Washington Post and reporters in general.  This story could give all reporters at the Washing 

Post a negative reputation for working with an illegal immigrant.  This would also not shine a 

positive light on other reporters.  A final stakeholder includes the society.  This story could 

ultimately be very beneficial in sparking discussions and reforms to the current immigration laws 

and regulations.  

     A final aspect to consider when making an ethical decision is ethical theories to determine 

what the best outcome may be.  The first ethical theory is based on Kant’s duty ethics.  This 

theory believes that a decision is good if it is based on a moral value, regardless of the 

consequence.  For Kant, as long as the decision was in good faith the decision is moral even if it 

brings about negative outcomes.  Basically, the ends never justify the means.  According to this 



Laspina 7 

theory, the best course of action to take would be based on personal decisions about morals.  If 

one believes that telling the truth is almost always the right thing to do and at least something 

positive will result from it then the story should be run regardless of consequences that result.  If 

the running of the story hurts someone, it is obsolete because the course of action was picked 

based on personal morals and values.  However, one might hold privacy of Pearl or maintaining 

the Post’s reputation as being more important than honesty.  In that case, not running the story is 

the best decision.  The second ethical theory is based on consequence ethics.  This theory is only 

concerned with the outcome.  Thus, if the outcome is positive then the decision was correct, 

regardless of the means to maintain a positive outcome.  Also, this theory believes that the best 

outcome promotes the greatest amount of happiness.  It is possible that publishing the story best 

fits this theory.  If only a few people are harmed by the publication, but it encourages discussion 

of immigration and readers are happy to read the story than publishing the story is the best 

choice.  However, if no discussion of immigration occurs and readers are unhappy with the story 

and the Post’s reputation is harmed then not publishing the story may be the best choice.  

However, when considering both theories it is also important to keep in mind that the story may 

be released through another news outlet if the Post does not release it.  A final theory to consider 

is Aristotle’s Golden Mean theory.  This theory seeks to find a mean and moderate solution 

between two extremes.  However, the decision may not always be made right in the middle, one 

extreme may be somewhat favored over the other.  For this theory, publishing a story about 

Vargas without inclosing the entire interview may be the best solution.  The Post can still publish 

the story, but readers may be more forgiving and understanding of the actions that occurred if 

written from a Post reporter without just Vargas’s story.  Additionally, another news outlet 

would not be able to report an exclusive story and shed the Post in a bad light. 
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     After reviewing this ethical dilemma, I have come to the conclusion to print a story about 

Vargas and the situation, but not use his full interview in the story.  If the Post feels apologetic 

for its actions then that can be expressed in the article to gain understanding and ask for 

forgiveness.  Also, this does not give another outlet the ability to print a hateful article about the 

Post before it can explain and respond itself.  However, the most important reason to tell 

Vargas’s story is to be honest and truthful to the public.  The Washington Post is a reputable 

news organization and it has a right to publish the truth to the public, especially when mistakes 

are made because they can be forgiven.  Along with telling the truth, publishing the story may 

bring harm to some people, but it has the potential to start a national discussion about 

immigration and make some serious reforms to the country immigration laws.  In addition, 

publishing Vargas’s story without the full interview can satisfy both people who think the article 

should be published and people who don’t.  Aristotle’s Golden Mean theory makes the most 

sense because not everyone may be happy but damages and harm is decreased all around. 

     Overall, ombudsman Patrick Pexton did an excellent job critiquing the Washington Post for 

its actions.  Pexton understands that Post reporters hold public trust and respects the value that 

reporters owe the truth to the public.   He also realizes that the publication of this article would 

have done a lot of good for the public, like sparking discussions on immigration.  However, he 

also appears to have some sympathy for the ethical decision maker.  He recognizes that Brauchli 

had a difficult decision to make.  He discusses that Vargas started as a reporter but turned into a 

advocate.  Ultimately, though, Pexton believes that the paper should have published the story, 

especially because it had already been edited and fact-checked.  The specific values from the 

Code of Ethics that Pexton believes holds the most stake in the decision to publish the story is 

the idea that “unethical practices of journalists should be exposed” and that “the story of human 
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experience should be told boldly”.  In his critique, he states, “Journalists are not public 

officeholders, nor do they manage public funds. But they do hold, precariously, a public trust. 

And at the foundation of that trust is the pledge to tell the truth, or at least to get as close to it as 

they can”.  Because of this, Pexton came to a slightly different conclusion that I did.  He believes 

the Post should have published the story Vargas wrote, giving him a voice to speak.  He believes 

that the outcome of doing that would have been better than the outcome of allowing the New 

York Times to publish the story was.  Pexton and I agree on the importance of the same values: 

truth and honesty.  Although we did not come to the exact same conclusion, we came to our 

conclusions in similar ways and he did an admirable job supporting and rationally defending his 

position. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


