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Vice-Chancellor’s Message 
 

I congratulate you on being part of the historic evolution of our Centre for 

External Studies into a Distance Learning Centre. The reinvigorated 

Centre, is building on a solid tradition of nearly twenty years of service to 

the Nigerian community in providing higher education to those who had 

hitherto been unable to benefit from it. 

 Distance Learning requires an environment in which learners 

themselves actively participate in constructing their own knowledge. They 

need to be able to access and interpret existing knowledge and in the 

process, become autonomous learners. 

 Consequently, our major goal is to provide full multi media mode of 

teaching/learning in which you will use not only print but also video, 

audio and electronic learning materials. 

 To this end, we have run two intensive workshops to produce a fresh 

batch of course materials in order to increase substantially the number of 

texts available to you. The authors made great efforts to include the latest 

information, knowledge and skills in the different disciplines and ensure 

that the materials are user-friendly. It is our hope that you will put them to 

the best use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Olufemi A. Bamiro, FNSE 
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Foreword 
The University of Ibadan Distance Learning Programme has a vision of 

providing lifelong education for Nigerian citizens who for a variety of reasons 

have opted for the Distance Learning mode.  In this way, it aims at 
democratizing education by ensuring access and equity.   

 The U.I. experience in Distance Learning dates back to 1988 when the 

Centre for External Studies was established to cater mainly for upgrading the 

knowledge and skills of NCE teachers to a Bachelors degree in Education.  

Since then, it has gathered considerable experience in preparing and 

producing course materials for its programmes.  The recent expansion of the 

programme to cover Agriculture and the need to review the existing materials 

have necessitated an accelerated process of course materials production. To 

this end, one major workshop was held in December 2006 which have 

resulted in a substantial increase in the number of course materials. The 

writing of the courses by a team of experts and rigorous peer review have 

ensured the maintenance of the University’s high standards.  The approach is 

not only to emphasize cognitive knowledge but also skills and humane values 
which are at the core of education, even in an ICT age. 

 The materials have had the input of experienced editors and illustrators 

who have ensured that they are accurate, current and learner friendly. They 

are specially written with distance learners in mind, since such people can 

often feel isolated from the community of learners. Adequate supplementary 

reading materials as well as other information sources are suggested in the 

course materials. 

 The Distance Learning Centre also envisages that regular students of 

tertiary institutions in Nigeria who are faced with a dearth of high quality 

textbooks will find these books very useful. We are therefore delighted to 

present these new titles to both our Distance Learning students and the 

University’s regular students.  We are confident that the books will be an 

invaluable resource to them. 

 We would like to thank all our authors, reviewers and production staff for 

the high quality of work. 
 

Best wishes. 

 

 

 

Professor Francis O. Egbokhare 

Director
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LECTURE ONE 

 

 

 

Understanding the Nature of News  
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

It is not every event that can be regarded as news worthy, neither is it 

every statement uttered by people that can be published or broadcast as 

news. News has its own peculiar characteristics. This lecture will expose 

you to the nature of news such that extent that you can become a news 

determinant whenever you see or notice any. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

 1. discuss the nature of news; 

 2. determine why a statement should qualify as news; and 

 3. differentiate news from ordinary event. 

 

Pre-Test 

 1. Give three good definitions of news 

 2. State two reasons why news is unique 

 3. Who are the news makers? 

 

CONTENT 

“News” is a commonly used word that every one is familiar with. 

Everybody listens to news either on radio or television. Literate people 

read news in the newspaper and magazines. Network news at nine o’clock 

on Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) is always a unifying factor for 

many families as members congregate to listen to the national news. 
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Research has shown that human beings crave for news. The desire to 

know happenings around has compelled an average human being to 

develop interest in news. News could be bad or good. However, bad news 

is always more popular, well-liked, accepted and sought-after, particularly 

among journalists, probably because it sells faster than good news. 

 People are more inclined to listen to bad news such as death, loss of 

property, accident, scandal than a good story such as peaceful conduct of 

election, buying of another car by a lecturer, successful transplant of 

kidney. Why bad news sells faster than good news could be a source of 

research for psychologists and social scientists. But then, what is news? 

 In one of my classes, a student was asked to define news. And, 

everyone’s consternation, the student went metaphorical. Listen to his 

rather “unserious” definition: 

 “News is like a lady’s mini-skirt, long enough to cover the subject 

matter, short enough to attract attention”. 

 Although the definition may sound unserious, it contains some degree 

of reasonableness as far as news is concerned. The inference from this 

metaphorical definition is that news should be long enough to satisfy and 

answer all the questions that one may need answers to. For example; a 

good news item should answer the five Ws and H. The five Ws and H are: 

Who? 

What? 

Where? 

When? 

Why? 

And How? 

 If a particular news item answers all these, then, “it is long enough i.e. 

it has covered the subject matter”. What about “short enough to attract 

attention?” Yes a good news item should be brief because people don’t 

have the time to listen to all the details. Therefore, news must be brief and 

short. These are the justifications for the comic definition of news cited 

above. But on a more serious note, eminent scholars have defined news in 

so many ways. Let us take three definitions of news. 

 Mitchell Charnley as cited in Ogunsiji (1989) defines news as “the 

timely report of facts or opinions that hold interest or importance, or both 

for a considerable number of people”. This definition indicates that news 
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must have a human touch and be of significance to a large number of 

people. In other words, news must affect and touch the interest of a fairly 

large number of people.  

Another feature of Charley’s definition is interest.  

 Interest is crucial in the definition of news. What should qualify for 

news must be interesting to as many people as possible in the society. 

News is not news unless it touches somebody’s life. For example, 

“University of Ibadan is now among the best 20 universities in the world” 

is interesting news because it touches your life and interest. You will feel 

great because it is your university. 

 As pointed out by Professor Charles Coates of the University of New 

Mexico News is what interests the readers, the listeners, the viewers, the 

reporter, the editor, the producer, their spouses and their neighbours”. 

 Another definition of news is from Walter Lippman, the author of 

public opinion. He says “news must be something definite, something 

dealing with events that are disruptive and things to be covered as news 

must be new, current and eventful”. What can you see in this definition? 

Lippman seems to be saying news could be: disruptive, that is 

troublesome, unsetting, upsetting. News can be strange, alien, unusual, 

and current, that is up-to-date, fashionable, and topical. Eventful, that is 

exciting, dramatic, and memorable. 

 Indeed all these are characteristics of news. News is often upsetting, 

strange, unusual, topical and exciting. Human beings are always hungry 

for news. Statements or opinions expressed by the top echelon of the 

society could pass for news. In other words, what opinion leaders say what 

important people, glamorous individuals, celebrities do or say can make 

news? The poor only become a news maker when he is a victim of 

disaster, or, when he suddenly becomes a millionaire. Among those who 

are newsmakers are public officials, people in government, public opinion 

leaders, highly placed people, politicians, pastors, sports icons, captains of 

industries etc. 
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Summary 

News is a familiar phenomenon. It is defined as an account of an event 

which has certain characteristics including strangeness, newness, 

disturbance, frustration and excitement among others. News must 

interest a fairly large number of people. Among those who can make 

news include high ranking government officials, public opinion leaders, 

captains of industries, sports icons and the poor when he is a victim of 

disaster or suddenly becomes rich or lucky. 

 

Post-Test 

1. What do you understand by the concept of news? 

2. What are the sources of news? 

3. Why do human beings crave for news? 

 

References 

Charnley, M. (1986). Reporting. Toronto: Holt, Rinehart and 
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Walker, S. (1975). News Writing. Boston: Houghton Muttling 

Publishing.  
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Ogunsiji, M.A.(1989). Introduction to Print Journalism. Ikeja: 
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LECTURE TWO 

 

 

 

How News Is Written 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

There is a peculiar way in which news or news items are written. This 

journalistic way of presenting news is different from the way a lay man 

will write a fictional story. This lecture is designed to introduce the reader 

to a professional mode of news presentation. There are some basic 

elements in a written story which makes the story believable, reliable and 

trust worthy. These basic elements confirm the genuineness of a story as 

the reporter or journalist tells us what happened, who told him, where he 

got the information from etc.  

 With all these and many more, it is not easy for and not ethically right 

too, for any journalist to concort a story and present it to the reader. This 

lecture is important because it will highlight the expectations of the news 

managers, help our understanding of how journalists carry out their 

assignment and assist us in dealing with them as all of us may have 

something to do with journalists one way or the other.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

 1. explain how professional journalists write news; 

 2. discuss some basic elements that a news story must have; and 

 3. write news. 

 

Pre-Test 

 1. What is the meaning of inverted pyramid writing style? 
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 2. What do the five W’s and H mean? 

 3. Define attribution 

 

CONTENT 

Reporting news or writing news story for newspapers, radio or television 

is not the same as writing a story to be published in a novel. Journalists or 

reporters are conscious of the fact that there is a space constraint in print 

media and limited air-time in broadcast media. Therefore, there is no room 

for unnecessary details. Moreso, there are many news stories competing 

for a limited space. Millions of events are happening all over and no 

newspaper or broadcast station can afford to report every breaking news. 

News workers therefore devise means of reporting the most important 

events. This attitude of searching for the most important news to report is 

equally manifested in the way the report is written in a most economic 

manner. 

 

How news is written 

A reporter goes out to the field in search of news. The field is big and in 

order to avoid effort duplication, the field is divided and shared into 

different division: education, politics, economy, sports, judiciary etc. 

These different categories are known as beat. Journalists are assigned to 

different beats to cover. Every journalist goes to his beat in search of 

news.  

 A reporter comes back into the news room with pieces of information 

on a particular matter. The next assignment now is how to write the story 

in a professional way. And, this is the focus of this lecture. In an attempt 

to write the story professionally, journalists have adopted a writing style 

known as inverted pyramid format.  

 What does inverted pyramid format mean? Take a look at this graphic 

representation 
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         Inverted pyramid 

 

 

 

 

Inverted pyramid writing style is a format in which news is written in a 

descending order of importance. What is the meaning of that? You may 

ask! It simply means, the most important aspect of all the pieces of 

information at the journalists’ disposal is written first before any other 

detail.  

 

 

The First Paragraph in a News Story is Called Lead 

This lead must contain and summarise the entire story. For example: 

President Umaru Yar’Adua has condemned 

the recent Jos crisis with an assurance that 

such will never be allowed to happen. 

 This is the most important aspect of this story.  The story can now 

proceed to tell us where the President spoke, at what occasion, the 

magnitude of the crisis etc.  

 With this inverted pyramid style, the editor can afford to cut the 

length of the story at any point, down the ladder, so as to minimize the 

space. The reader could afford to stop reading the story at any point, 

having got the main gist. Unlike a statement like: 

 I came, I saw and I conquered; news is written the other way round. 

The most important gist in the above quoted statement is I conquered. 

With the inverted pyramid style. This statement will read: 

I conquered at last. (the lead) 

I came to this war with hope 

I saw hell in fighting 
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 While adopting the inverted pyramid writing style, journalists or 

reporters ensure that they answer all the five W’s and one H in their 

writing. Do you still remember the five W’s and H? This is how reporters 

answer them in writing.  

Who – President Umaru Yar’Adua 

When – yesterday 

What – warned his ministers to shun corruption  

Why – as he would not hesitate to sack anyone caught 

Where – in the course of official dealings. 

How – the president vowed to deal ruthlessly with any erring minister 

Where – He spoke in Abuja 

When – While receiving a committee report on 

What – Corruption in government 

 You will notice that the news report flows in descending order of 

importance. The most importantly first, before any other details in 

descending order. Concerning the five W’s and H, reporters can start with 

any of the five W’s or even H. It depends on the story, the situation and 

the event. 

For example: 

Ibadan, the Oyo State capital (-where)  

will today receive mammoth crowd (-what)  

as politicians gather in the city for a conference ( -why) 

 You may wish to check newspapers or listen to news radio and 

television in order to get more familiar with the journalistic news writing 

style. You may also go for a personal industrial attachment with any print 

media or broadcast station for you to be more proficient in writing skill in 

a journalistic manner. This is because; learning how to write stories for 

newspapers or broadcast station is practical. It is not what one could just 

acquire with one lecture such as this.  

 You are therefore advised to go for two or three month’s industrial 

training in any of the print media or broadcast station. They may not pay 

you, it does not matter, experience comes before money. When you are 

skillful in the art of writing, money will flow in. 

 Back to our lecture, another critical element in news writing is what 

journalists call attribution. What is attribution? This is the source of the 
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story. You must disclose the identity of the source of the story. You must 

reveal where you got the story. That is why you always read in the papers 

such statement as: 

- in a telephone interview, Dr. Olusola Oyewo said… 

- speaking with journalists at his residence, Mr. Sunday 

Saanu disclosed that… 

This is what is known as attribution. The story must be attributed to a 

source. This will make the story to be believable, truthful, dependable and 

credible.  

 However, there are exceptions to this rule. Journalists, in some 

circumstances are allowed to protect their sources. It depends on the 

situation and the story. Some sources may plead anonymity. They will 

volunteer information to journalists but plead that their identities be 

shielded. Little wonder you often read or hear statement as: 

A competent source told our reporters that… 

A reliable source informed that… 

A source which pleaded anonymity disclosed that… 

It is allowed in journalism because if all sources are disclosed, then 

journalists’ sources will run dry as people will not be willing to give 

information. And if information is not given, people’s rights to 

information will be curtailed. 

 

Identification  

As a rule, every person mentioned in a story must be identified one way or 

the other. The simplest form of identification is name mentioning. Other 

common means of identification are age, address, job and titles. 

Examples: 

The vice-chancellor of the University of 

Ibadan Professor Olufemi Bamiro has 

commended the Department of 

Communication and Language Arts for 

excellent academic performance. 
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A housewife, Mrs Bisi Ojo, 32, was 

yesterday crushed to death on the Lagos – 

Ibadan express road.  

 

Off-record  

In news writing, it is a matter of rule that information given on the 

condition of off-record must not be published or broadcast. When a source 

gives a piece of information on off-record, the source is only saying that 

the information is meant for the consumption of the journalist alone and 

not to be published or broadcast. Journalists are not expected to use this 

information in any form because that will amount to a breach of 

confidence. 

 

Summary 

This lecture has examined how news story is written professionally. News 

story is written with an inverted pyramid style which presents news in a 

descending order of importance. This simply means the most important 

piece of information must be presented first before other pieces of 

information which come in the descending order of importance. 

In adopting the inverted pyramid style, journalists answer five W’s and 

one H in the course of writing by stating who, what, where, why when and 

how in their story. 

Attribution is the disclosure of the source of information in a story. 

Journalists can disclose the source or refuse to disclose it, depending on 

the circumstance. But when the source is disclosed, the story is more 

credible and reliable if not disclosed; the story is suspicious as it might be 

seen as the figment of the reporter’s imagination. 

 

Post-Test 

1. What does inverted pyramid format mean? 

2. What are the advantages of attribution. 

3. Where attribution is lacking, what are the implications? 

4. What do you understand by “off-record”? 
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LECTURE THREE 

 

 

 

Types of News 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture examines different types of news one can observe in the 

channel of mass communication. Here we shall consider various type of 

news with a view to further enriching our knowledge about the art and 

science of news. News stories are in different categories. We shall 

consider some of these news story categories.  

 

Objective 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. differentiate types of news stories; 

2. explain the idea behind some news stories; and 

3. explain whether a story is balanced or not. 

 

Pre-Test 

 1. What do you understand by a human angle story? 

 2. What is the meaning of a hard news? 

 3. Give two examples each of a human angle story and a hard news 

 

CONTENT 

There are different types of news. Let us consider the following: 

1.       Human interest news or human angle news story – This is a type 

of story that deals with human emotion, pity and psychology. This 

type of story has to do with family, marriage, sex, divorce, 

celebrity’s life’s style etc. This brand of news is popular because 
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people are always interested in knowing what is happening to the 

next person. It is against this background that soft sell magazines 

thrive in the market.  

 Soft sell magazines practise what is known as yellow journalism. 

What is yellow journalism? According to the international contemporary 

dictionary of mass communication and media studies, “yellow journalism 

is a type of news reports that emphasise sensational and perhaps one-sided 

information”. Ogunsiji (1989:5) says “yellow journalism embraces the 

publication of sensational news such as sex, divorces, gossip, romance, 

scandal and violent news such as kidnapping, fire, war, insurrection, 

murder and rape”.  

 Joseph Pulitzer and William Hearst were closely associated with the 

introduction of yellow journalism.  Pulitzer, publisher of the New York 

World invented “much raking” and that was his major contribution to 

yellow journalism. The need for variety in news consumption and rapid 

social and economic development gave rise to the practice of yellow 

journalism in 1896. People wanted something to brighten up their dull 

lives. The problem was to write the news in such a way that it would 

appeal to the fundamental passions. 

 Women became the target for sensational love and romance news 

stories while sports and political news stories were for the men. The 

primary purpose of introducing yellow journalism was to increase the 

circulation of newspaper. 

 

2.  Hard News Stories – These are the types of news stories that deal 

with economy, government, commerce, international news, 

diplomacy etc. They are called hard news because they are for 

serious minded people. They are issues oriented stories. In this 

category, there is no room for frivolities or emotional sensation. 

This brand of news story gave rise to the practice of investigative 

journalism. Investigative journalism puts on the colouration of a 

policeman or a detective. It secretly monitors, analyses and reports 

back to the society, its finding. This was a kind of journalism that 

the late Dele Giwa was reputed for. He was known for an excellent 

performance in investigative journalism. He was eventually 

murdered through a letter bomb by yet-to-be-identified person. 

Many people pointed accusing finger to the General Ibrahim 
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Badamosi Babangida government as Dele Giwa had been having a 

running battle with the government then before the mysterious 

letter bomb killing. 

 In Nigeria today, there are many journalists who are called 

investigative reporters. Sometimes, they dress like a mad man, all in an 

attempt to get information. We have seen an investigative reporter who 

took his wife to some shrines and prayer houses, pretending to be in search 

of children. Whereas, they have sired enough children, some of these fake 

prophets identified factors which have been delaying their being fruitful. 

The fake prophets consequently demanded some money and other items 

that will facilitate pregnancy and a child. The investigative journalist later 

reported his experience and cautioned those visiting the fake prophets to 

be careful. Such is the beauty of investigative journalism. However, 

whoever wants to practise investigative journalism must be careful and do 

it discreetly as it could be dangerous and risky. But the fact that it is 

dangerous is not enough to deter a determined mind. If well done, the 

society benefits immensely from it.  

 Investigative journalism ensures that a story is balanced by talking to 

every actor concerned in a story. Unlike yellow journalism which 

celebrates sensationalism by playing up rumour and gossip without 

confirming from those concerned. Investigative journalism ensures that a 

story is balanced by researching into different angles. 

 

Summary 
This lecture has provided insights into types of news story we could easily 

observe on the pages of our newspaper, view on the television and listen to 

on the radio. We have said human angle news stories are those stories that 

deal with human emotions while hard news stories are concerned about 

serious issues such as economy, government, politics, commerce etc. We 

have also spoken about investigative journalism which may be very 

dangerous, but useful in the society. It is said that whoever wants to 

practise investigative journalism must be circumspect. 
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Post-Test 

1. What is yellow journalism? 

2. What are the benefits of investigative journalism? 

3. Take a newspaper and identify examples of yellow journalism and 

investigative journalism. 
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LECTURE FOUR 

 

 

 

Sources of News 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

In this lecture, we are going to consider many sources of news to 

journalists. We shall discuss places that journalists go in order to source 

for news. The sources of information available to a conventional journalist 

are many and varied. The processes of gathering information from these 

sources are fairly standardised. We shall therefore examine some of these 

sources as well as some methods employed to gather information which 

they later turn to news. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. mention sources of news; 

2. different types of interviews; and 

3. conduct interview. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. List 10 possible sources of news to journalists. 

2. What do you understand by the term: reliable or dependable 

source? 

3. List five types of interview.  

 

CONTENT 

Have you ever asked yourself where reporters get the avalanche of 

information that they use to fill newspapers everyday? Have you ever 
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considered television stations or radio station that are daily dishing out 

information to a large number of people without running out of 

information? Indeed, information gathering is the first important step a 

good communicator – be he a print or an electronic media practitioner-

must take. The quality of information gathered will determine the depth 

and quality of his message and the usefulness of that message (Sobowale, 

1983). 

 But where does a reporter get news story from? Information could 

come to a journalist from a regular beat. Remember, we talked about beat 

in one of our past lectures. Beat is a designated area for a journalist to 

cover. A beat could be courts, the police, governor’s office, political party 

headquarters, hospital, ministry, accident scene, disaster zone etc. 

Journalists keep a regular tap on their beats everyday in order to keep 

abreast of the latest happenings. 

 Apart from getting stories from the beat, another source of news 

includes press conference or news conference. This is an arrangement in 

which anyone or group of people could invite some journalists for a press 

conference. Press conference could be called to: 

1.   Break news i.e. announce some important development. This is a 

regular practice for anyone with useful information for the public 

may organize a press conference, invite journalists to a popular or 

known venue, stating the time and brief the press. He may read his 

prepared speech or deliver his speech extempore. After his 

presentation, the journalists will ask questions to seek clarification. 

Thereafter, a light refreshment is provided and that is the end of 

the press conference.  

2.  To deny allegation. Press conference could be called to deny 

allegations levelled by someone or a group of people. 

3. To brief the public on certain developments. Police may call a 

press conference to confirm the arrest of armed robbers who 

invaded some banks in Ibadan. 

 Another source of news story is press release. Some people or 

organizations can issue press releases and circulate it among journalists. 

Press release has its own format. We shall discuss more about it later. 

However, a good press release, as a source of news story must be well-

written, duly signed by an identifiable person on a letter-head paper, 

thereby authenticating it. 
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Interview is another source of news 

 

Interviews 

Interview is the art of meeting people and asking them questions with a 

view to eliciting information. The primary purpose of interviewing a 

person is therefore to get information on any issue at stake. Generally, 

journalists conduct interviews when they need information about events or 

issues of public significance. The interview is a journalist’s tool for 

digging out facts and its importance in the news-gathering process cannot 

be over-estimated. 

 As pointed out by Andrew Moemeka of the Department of Mass 

Communication, University of Lagos, “It is considered a very suitable 

method of digging into persons, issues and events and coming up with 

facts and figures which may otherwise be hidden from the public”. 

There are many types of interview. Some of the common ones are: 

(a) Exclusive Interview – refers to an interview exclusively conducted 

by a  reporter without any other reporter participating in it. It 

may also mean an interview granted to a reporter by another 

person without any invitation being extended to any other reporter. 

Whatever information is disclosed during the  interview is 

known only by the reporter who conducted the interview. When 

such  information is used to write a story, the story is referred to 

as an exclusive story. 

A reporter conducting an exclusive interview must book an 

appointment with the  interviewee in advance, prepare his questions before 

the D-Day and carry out some background research on the interviewee’s 

interests, social and economic activities. He also wants to collect as much 

information as he could get on the issues on which he wants to ask 

questions. 

(b) Panel Interview – a panel interview is an interview in which more 

than one reporter participates. The reporters in a panel interview 

could be about three, throwing questions to an invited guest. The 

NTA uses this type of interview from time to time to gather 

information on issues of national importance. But generally, 

television stations use panel interviews as an instrument of 

gathering and disseminating information more than any other mass 

medium. 
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(c) Telephone Interview – is an interview conducted on the phone. 

This kind of  interview is common in advanced countries such as 

Britain, America and Canada  where the telephone systems are 

functional and effective. The main advantage of this form of 

interview is that it saves time and reduces the expenses usually 

 incurred when a reporter has to travel long distances before 

the interview can be  conducted. 

(d) Personality Interview – a personality interview is an interview 

conducted by a reporter with a view to gathering information 

concerning a person whose life’s activities the reporter wants to 

write about. A personality interview may be  exclusive and it may 

not, but in most cases, it is a man-to-man affair. 

 Like the exclusive interview, the reporter must book an appointment 

with the interviewee in advance, prepare his questions and carry out fact-

finding research about the interviewee’s background, his interests and 

achievements as well as the various issues on which he intends to ask 

questions. 

(e) On the spot Interview – refers to situations when reporters ask 

other persons  impromptu questions, usually people who are 

important in government, visiting foreign dignitaries, social 

celebrities, top military officers, academics, big business persons 

and ordinary people who are part of or play significant roles in 

events  being reported or about to be reported. Generally, on the 

spot interviews are used to gather information about an issue from 

a number of people. Examples are periods when reporters ask 

questions from important dignitaries at the airport,   

venues of international meetings and sports festival arenas. 

(f) Group Interview – a group interview is an interview in which 

many reporters participate as in a question-and-answer session 

during press briefings or news conferences. As many as fifty or 

more reporters may participate in a group interview. In an 

interview of this nature, reporters are free to question the person  

giving the press briefing or addressing the news conference. For 

example, during the monthly Presidential press briefings of 

President Olusegun Obasanjo administration media executives are 

free to ask any question on any national issue.  
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 A reporter attending a group interview must be alert. He has to be a 

good listener so that he would be able to gather as much information as 

possible from answers given by the press briefer to reporters’ questions. 

He should also be able to ask necessary follow-up questions when the 

occasion arises.  

 

How to conduct an interview 

The first step in conducting an exclusive interview or personality 

interview or an interview for investigative reporting is to identify the 

subject of the interview. What do you want to conduct the interview on? 

Then decide on who will be interviewed. 

 Having identified the subject and the person to be interviewed, you go 

ahead and book an appointment with the interviewer. There are three ways 

to do that. First, you may use the telephone. Second you may go to the 

interviewee’s office and thirdly, you may visit him at home as a last resort. 

If the interviewee wants to know why you want to interview him, you 

could give him a general idea of what the interview is all about and no 

more. 

 You then prepare your questions and arrange them in order of 

importance. You are not expected to forward the questions to the 

interviewee in advance. Meanwhile, you are expected to do a background 

study of the subject matter and familiarize yourself with the historical 

background, social and economic activities of the interviewee. His 

political leanings and hobbies must not be overlooked.  

 On the day, arrive at the venue of the interview on time, at least 

fifteen minutes before the commencement of the interview. Listen and 

listen well. Let the interviewee do the talking and encourage him by active 

listening and by nods. Don’t interrupt to offer your opinion on the topic. 

Ask necessary follow-up questions when the need arises. 

 You should watch out for the interviewee’s emotional tone level 

(ETL) as the interview progresses. The ETL may fluctuate from time to 

time due to the intensity of the interview. If the ETL is too high, you 

should try to bring it down by asking trivial questions. If it is too low, you 

should try to raise it by asking sensitive and breath-taking questions. 

 If you are conducting the interview with a microphone and tape 

recorder, always hold the microphone yourself. Don’t let the interviewee 

hold it, otherwise, he may take over the control of the interview. 
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 When the interview reaches its central topic, the questions should be 

short and delivered one at a time. Try to make the interviewee answer the 

important questions. 

 At the end of the interview, you should not hesitate to thank the 

interviewee and assure him that you may call back if the need arises for 

further clarification about issues raised in the interview. 

 When writing your story, never forget the off-record rules, as some 

informations might have been given to you off-record. 

 

Summary 
We have talked about the sources of news which include beat, press 

conference, press release, and interview. We equally noted that 

information could come to journalists in many ways. We looked at the 

different types of interviews and considered how to conduct an interview. 

These means are inexhaustible as there are many roads to the market.  

 

 

Post-Test 

1. List five sources of news. 

2. What do you look out for when conducting an interview? 

3. Go out and conduct an interview with a personality and write out 

news story. 

 

Assignment 

1. Write a piece of not more than two type-written pages explaining 

what news is all about placing emphasis on your own personal 

definition. 

2. Select a current national issue and carry out an investigative 

reporting on it. Don’t forget to interview as many people as 

possible.  
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LECTURE FIVE 

 

 

 

How to Write Press Release 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture is designed to teach you how to write press release. Press 

release is one of the ways through which you get your information into the 

media of mass communication be it radio, television, newspapers or 

magazines. Yes, it is not possible for all of us to become practising 

journalists but it is imperative for us all to know how to make use of the 

media. 

 In as much as we can not totally avoid media of mass communication, 

it is good we are acquainted with the professional mode of packaging 

information for the mass audience. Ability to write a good press release, 

publishable by the media, is an asset as it is not every press release issued 

and sent to the media that is used. Many press releases sent to the media 

for use end up in waste bin because the news managers have no time to re-

write  a press release that is not well written and presented.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. write acceptable and publishable release; 

2. explain the importance of press release; and 

3. explain what the features of press release. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. State some salient features of a good press release. 

2. What are the functions of press release? 
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3. Write a press release on any issue of interest to you.  

 

CONTENT 

Press release is a medium of information and communication through 

which one gets his information published in newspapers or broadcast in 

the electronic media. Press release or press statement is issued by an 

organization, a company, a group of people, association or important 

personality to convey some pieces of information intended for public 

consumption through mass media. 

 Anyone could issue out a press release for media use, but such a press 

statement must conform to the journalistic writing style. What is the 

journalistic writing style? You may ask! Press release must be written as 

journalists write news story, using inverted pyramid format in which the 

most crucial and important element is written in the first paragraph known 

as lead. Other details follow in descending order of importance. In other 

words, the most important information followed by the next most 

important until it gets to the least important.  
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When you consider this example, you will notice that the most topical 

element in this press release is that the University of Ibadan is celebrating 

its 60th anniversary. The writer wanted the public to know some of the 

activities that have been lined up to mark the diamond occasion. The 

release was written in a descending order of importance such that if the 

last two paragraphs are edited out by any news manager, the press release 

would still have achieved its purpose. The inclusion of background facts: 

established in 1948 and has produced close to 95,000 graduates does not 

affect the story. This is one of the advantages of an inverted pyramid style. 

The editor is free to cut or prune down the length of the story at any point, 

yet, the story will still be told meaningfully. 

 How long should a press release be? Well, these are no law stating the 

length, but a good press release should not be more than a page or one 

page and half. This issue of length depends on the issue involved. 

Notwithstanding, it should be brief, concise and straight to the points 

without unnecessary information. Space and air time are money. 

 

Features of a good press release 

A good press release is printed on a letter head containing the address and 

functional phone number of the company or organization or society. 

 A good press release is signed by an identifiable, relevant and 

authoritative person such as chairman, secretary, public relations officer or 

a combination of all. 

 A good press release is written in elegant English devoid of spelling 

errors, grammatical errors and it is well-proof-read before it is circulated. 

Journalists or news editors hate to see any kind of error. It is a sign that the 

press release is not a serious one. A writer of press release must not be 

careless with the use of words. 
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Summary 

Press release is one of the means through which one can get his message 

published in the newspaper or broadcast in radio and television. It has to 

be written in a journalistic style using inverted pyramid format. With the 

inverted pyramid style, the most important element is written first in the 

lead while the other details follow in a descending order of importance. 

A good press release must not be too lengthy. It must be well-written, 

duly signed by an appropriate and authoritative person. It must be 

thoroughly proof-read as any detected error creates a bad image. 

 

Post-Test 

1. How should a press release be written? 

2. What are the features of a press release? 

3. Write a press release about your association’s week. 
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LECTURE SIX 

 

 

 

News Editing 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

In this lecture, we shall learn about editing. This lecture shall expose us to 

the purpose of editing. What we shall be talking about here shall assist our 

understanding more about what it means to edit a copy. A copy is a 

technical term which simply means a material to be used in publishing or 

broadcasting. When we know what it means to edit a copy, we will know 

what to write or what not to write for public consumption. That is the 

whole essence of this lecture. 

 Consequently, let us patiently and scholarly go through the lecture 

with a view to enriching our knowledge on what to write and what not to 

write for public consumption. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain what editing is all about; 

2. discuss what to avoid in writing; and 

3. enumerate what the editors look out for in editing. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Why does a copy require editing? 

2. Apart from grammatical mistake, what does an editor also look out 

for? 

3. What is redundancy? 
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CONTENT 

In a layman’s language, to edit a copy simply means to correct errors, 

particularly grammatical mistakes, so as to make the material or copy 

understandable and acceptable to the generality of the reading public. 

Surprisingly, editing a copy requires more than that. Editing requires the 

editor or sub-editor to eliminate all defamatory statements which can lead 

to the paper being sued for libel. It is the duty of the editor to remove all 

seditious articles and obscene objects which will attract a heavy penalty on 

conviction. 

 Also, editing mandates the editor to be mindful of errors in fact, 

failure of which may lead to false stories being published and the 

credibility of the paper being considerably reduced. In other words, any 

newspaper which publishes falsehood will lose credibility among the 

readers. And, once readers begin to doubt a paper, sales will drop as the 

paper takes a plunge into the sea of extinction. 

 However, one of the major aims of editing is to make a story look 

brighter, neater and smarter by tightening up all loose ends and plugging 

all loopholes in the story. Ogunsiji (1989) quoted Crowell (1970) as 

saying “editors look over reporters’ work to be sure that it is written so 

that the people can understand it, that it is in good taste, that it leaves no 

questions unanswered, and it is not libelous”. 

 When a reporter turns-in his story, the sub-editor or news editor goes 

through the story with a view to spotting the soft or weak areas in the 

story. The sub-editor or news editor asks the first question, does this story 

answer all the five Ws and a single H. That is, Who? What? Where? 

When? Why? And How? With this at the back of his mind, he 

meticulously reads through the story and underlines the weak areas. 

 One of the problems he watches out for its grammatical error. Such 

errors range from the wrong use of tenses to the misuse of punctuation 

marks. Another error that the sub-editor watches out for is redundancy i.e. 

using different words to state the facts twice. For example, the ceremony 

starts 10a.m. in the morning. What is the meaning of “a.m” and what does 

“in the morning” mean? Some reporters or writers who are not well 

educated in the use of English language are wont to write like these: 

1. Please, return my book back. 

2. Reverse the car back. 
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 The two sentences above are classical examples of redundancy. The 

inclusion of “back” is unnecessary. 

 Some errors in fact may arise as a result of the reporter’s ignorance. 

For example a reporter may write “Lagos, the capital of Nigeria” instead 

of “Abuja, the capital of Nigeria. It is the duty of the editor who is more 

experienced, more informed to correct this error in fact. 

 Spelling mistakes and the wrong use of abbreviations, quotation 

marks and other punctuation marks are errors that a sub-editor or news 

editor watches out for in the process of editing a copy. 

 Brevity, conciseness and clarity are the watchwords for good editing. 

A copy reader should endeavour to reduce three paragraphs to one for the 

sake of clarity and brevity; if need be, but without killing the facts of the 

case. He is allowed to reconstruct a sentence and change words in the 

story submitted by a reporter, so long as such changes do not amount to 

fabrication of his own ideas.  

 Above all, the editor or sub-editor must ensure that the story he has 

edited conforms to his paper’s house style. Every newspaper has a style 

guide which governs its operations. 

In summary, the purposes of editing include: 

1. to ensure brevity, clarity and readability. The sub-editor must 

eliminate all grammatical errors and cluster words (redundant and 

ambiguous words) in the copy. 

2. the fact of a story must not be altered. Those fabricated by the sub-

editor must not be substituted.  

3. libellous and seditious statements must be guarded against. 

4. the story must be made to conform with the paper’s style guide. 

5. a sub-editor is free to reconstruct a sentence, change words, kill, 

merge, or reduce the size of a paragraph. 

6. since the sub-editor is not the last gatekeeper he has no right to kill 

an entire story, at best, he can order the reporter concerned to re-

write his story. 

7. subject to the news hole (space) available, a copy reader has no 

constraints in lengthening or reducing the length of any story, as 

long as facts are not twisted. 

8. only experienced reporters should be made sub-editors or editors 

for safe and dependable editing. 
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9. editing is not a lazy man’s job. 

10. editing should make the copy brighter, cleaner, smarter and more 

excellent.  

 

Post-Test 

1. How would you define editing? 

2. What are those things that an editor should watch out for while 

editing? 

3. What is the ultimate goal of editing?  
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LECTURE SEVEN 

 

 

 

Understanding Editorial Policy of Media 

Outfit 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

Anyone who claims to have taken this course must have knowledge about 

the concept of editorial policy of every media organization that is 

available for use. It is when one can has a good knowledge of editorial 

policy of every available media organization that one can fully maximize 

the advantage. It is against this background that we shall consider the 

concept of editorial policy with a view to preparing us for good use of the 

media. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain what is meant by editorial policy;  

2. explain the editorial policies of some major newspapers; and 

3. explain how to capitalize on the editorial policy to gain publicity.  

 

Pre -Test  

1. What does editorial policy mean? 

2. List five major newspapers and say a few things about their 

editorial policies. 

3. Can a newspaper flout its editorial policy for you? 
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CONTENT  

The word “policy”, according to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s 

dictionary, seventh edition, simply mean’s a principle that you believe in 

that influences how you behave; a way in which you usually behave”. 

Every media organization has its own editorial policy. In other words. 

Every newspaper house or broadcast outfit has a set of principles guiding 

its editorial contents. 

 It is not every issue that all the media organizations can treat with the 

same prominence. Indeed, it is not every idea that every media outfit can 

publicize! When the late chief M.K.O. Abiola established the defunct 

concord newspaper it was adopted as one of its editorial policies not to 

take tobacco advertisement and give publicity to any tobacco matter. If 

one took any matter relating to tobacco to the then Concord newspaper 

such a person was just wasting his or her time. This was because it was 

against the editorial policy of the concord. 

 Have you ever wondered why a particular news story would be given 

prominence by a newspaper and another newspaper will treat the same 

news story perfunctorily? Editorial policy could be one of the reasons. As 

earlier stated, every new media outfit has its own editorial policy. These 

editorial policies may not be expressly stated, they may be implicitly 

adopted but they are these. It is therefore incumbent for every media 

organization user to find out what each media organization stands for. 

For example, The Guardian newspaper des not believe in sensationalism. 

It claims to be broad minded, treating every matter with deserved merit. It 

is a newspaper which targets the elites. It is not particularly meant for the 

poor. This editorial policy is reflected in its language, content and 

package. 

 Conversely, the Nigerian Tribune and some other newspapers target 

the down trodden, the poor the market women, etc and can play up stories 

to get attention. The Punch believes in entertainment stories. It thrives on 

humour. The was a time its motto was “a lively paper for the lively mind. 

It writes its stories from the entertainment angle. 

 The Sun which is a tabloid (a newspaper that has small pages, a lot of 

photographs, and stories mainly about sex, famour people etc rather than 

serious news) lives up to expectation in the market as it is really making 

money dwelling in its specialized area. Any story about sex scandal will 
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be excitedly published by The Sun while The Guardian for example may 

shun such a story or play it down. 

 Vanguard newspapers appear feminine, treating woman’s issues with 

passion. Any story about women or any advertisement designed for 

women will reach its target audience appropriately in vanguard. One can 

go on and on to say something about the tacit editorial policies of some of 

the major newspaper outfits. Media scholars and students are expected to 

be familiar with all these. 

 Closely related to the issue of editorial policy is the idea of 

geographical catchments area an important factor that influences how a 

particular media organization treats a new story. Each media organization 

has its own area of strength. The Nigerian Tribune, The Punch and The 

Nation newspapers are competing seriously as the leaders in the South-

Western Yoruba speaking states. Champion and The Sun are interested in 

the South-eastern Igbo speaking states just as New Nigerian, Daily Trust 

see themselves as the mouth piece of the North.  

 This ethnic bias determiner how a newspapers outfit treats a news 

story alongside the publisher’s interest. Tribune is out to promote Yoruba 

agenda and idolize its publisher, the Awolowo dynasty, The Nation is 

following suit with the former Lagos state governor, Bola Tinubu as its 

publisher, Gbenga Daniel, the current governor of Ogun state has 

established The Compass to articulate his vision. 

 Indeed, this knowledge is important for media scholars for effective 

media planning and execution. It will also enable us to understand the 

media better. You should therefore endeavour to find out more about the 

editorial policy of the media, influence of the publisher and the 

geographical location. 
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Summary  

This lecture has attempted to define editorial policy of a media 

organization as a principle guiding the editorial content of a particular 

news medium. It has also attempted to explain how an editorial policy 

can influence the treatment of a news story just as an effort is made to 

establish the correlation between the publisher’s interests the ethnic 

factor and the treatment of news story. 

 The whole essence of this lecture is to equip the students with 

unwritten ideas about the business of newspaper as a medium of 

communication. The lecture is meant to guide us in the choices of which 

newspaper is better placed to use a particular news item. 

 

 

Post -Test                                            

1. Attempt the pre-test questions again 

2. If you have a story intended for the Igbo specking community, 

which newspaper(s) will you choose? 

3. Does publisher’s interest count in the use of story?    

                   



 33 

LECTURE EIGHT 

 

 

 

Writing for Broadcast Media (1) 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture is necessitated by the fact that there are areas of specialization 

in the communication industry. While many of the students may want to 

specialize in print media which comprises newspapers and magazines, 

others may wish to develop a career in broadcasting thereby becoming 

television newscaster or radio broadcast specialists. Importantly, while the 

two areas make use of writing as the tool o the trade, there is a world of 

difference in the writing style of the two genres of communication field. 

 It is against this backdrop that we want to consider writing for 

broadcast media which is not the same as writing for the print media. 

 

Objectives  

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. Write for broadcast media; 

2. explain the difference between writing for print and writing for 

broadcast; and 

3. explain the features of broadcast news. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Why does broadcast require a different writing style? 

2. What does one take into consideration while writing broadcast 

news? 

3. What is news alignment? 
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CONTENT  

Writing for newspaper is not the same as writing for broadcast media. 

There is a major difference and the difference is as a result of many factors 

which include space, time and audience. 

 Space – while newspaper journalist have spare to play fill such as two 

or three pages of newspaper, broadcast journalists are constrained by the 

limited airwaves allocated to news or other programme. Broadcast time is 

usually between 30 minutes, and one hour. This does not allow lengthy 

scripts. The story therefore must be short, brief and straight to the points. 

 Time – As said earlier is short because broadcasters are utilizing 

airwaves. News hour is generally known, for example to be between 7p.m 

to 7.30p.m. Within this limited time, different news segment such as local, 

international, sports, and advertisement will be accommodated. This 

compels broadcasters to be brief. 

 Audience – Broadcast audience have no time to stay with the radio or 

television for all day long. Within the shortest time, the audience wants to 

know the highlight and go for other things needed to be attended to. 

Beyond all of these, broadcast news writing style is unique and peculiar 

because it uses conversational style that appeals more to the sight than ear. 

Moreso, broadcast news must be written clearly, and simply since the 

technology involved does not grant the audience the luxury of returning to 

a news item once it is read by the newscaster. Unlike the print in which the 

reader can go through the paper at his leisure time, broadcast is a different 

ball game. 

 However, the major features of broadcast news writing can be 

itemized thus: 

1. Broadcast media give primacy to immediacy or timeliness in news 

selection. Every news item is treated with a sense of urgency and 

recency. Unlike the print which reports yesterday’s event today, 

broadcast media have advantage of speed over print. 

2. Broadcast news uses conversational style in its presentation. It is 

not surprising to hear 

“Welcome to the network news, I am 

Ayinde Soaga and with me is Ugenia Abu”.  

 News may be written the way most people speak by being simple and 

informal. Thoughts are quickly expressed in a brief, crisp and declarative 

sentence which can be understood by ordinary people. 
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3. Broadcast copy, unlike newspaper’s, uses tight-phrasing which 

calls for elimination of redundant words that can render a copy 

verbose. Tight-writing facilitates quick understanding of what is 

heard or seen. Broadcast journalists must therefore have a flair for 

economy of words. The rule is that single words should be 

preferred to phrases. 

  Indeed, most radio news bulletins are often minute’s duration and 

this cannot be expected to contain the number of words in a single 

page of a tabloid. The popular saying is that “three minutes on 

radio and television is a long time, while 500 words in a newspaper 

is a short article” (Aina, 2004:69).  

4. Broadcast news deliberately avoids the use of jargon, foreign 

phrases and multi-syllabic words. Simple words with one or two 

syllables are preferred to long ones. 

  Words that are used in broadcast media should not be capable of 

elastic interpretation. They should be easy to understand. In other 

words, broadcast items are not written to impress or confuse 

because the audience may not have the time to be checking 

vocabularies. Unlike newspapers or magazines that can be read 

leisurely. 

5.    Broadcast news uses what is called News alignment. This is the 

process of proper arrangement of stories so that the right story goes 

with the relevant film or actuality. News alignment also means 

proper compilation of stories in which to ensure that disaster 

stories are not mixed up with light-hearted ones, arrangement of 

stories to reflect the geographical proximity of one area with 

another. A story from Oyo State could be aligned with the same 

story from Ogun and Lagos. 

 The use of transitional devices like “similarly, in another 

development, meanwhile, also in…. state, is very common in an attempt to 

align news. 
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LECTURE NINE 

 

 

 

Writing for Broadcast Media (2) 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

We began this lecture from lecture eight where we made effort to outline 

factors responsible for the unique writing style of broadcasting. We have 

seen that a broadcast journalist cannot afford to be verbose in his writing 

because his audience has no time to keep checking the dictionary. The 

nature of broadcasting does not even permit that luxury because the 

message is naturally transient. Except one records a broadcast message, 

one cannot go back to it and how many people can afford to record 

broadcast news? 

  In this second part of the lecture, we shall attempt to consider 

mechanics of broadcast copy preparation. We shall look at “do” and 

“don’ts” in broadcast copy writing. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to explain details on how to 

write for broadcast media. 

 

CONTENT  

Mechanics of Broadcast Copy Preparation  

Apart from the above distinguishing features, the following rules must be 

observed in broadcast news writing:  

 All words in broadcast news copy must be spelled out, except in 

some cases. Abbreviations may confuse news anchors leading to 

embarrassing mistakes on air. Consequently, all military titles like, 

Lt. Col, Lt. General, Gen., etc should be written in full. You must 
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not write Dep. Senate President or Ast. Secretary. Exceptions are 

those organizations that are better known by their abbreviations 

rather than by their full names. Even then you may need to 

hyphenate the letters to make it easier for news anchors to read. 

e.g N – I – T – E – L  

 C – I – A  

 I – N – E – C  

You should not spell out Dr. Mrs. Mr, a.m., p.m 

  Titles are always given before a person’s name in broadcast 

news-copy. It helps to alert the listener to the name that will follow 

and also makes the copy conversational. Avoid middle initials, 

except when they are part of a person’s name e.g. The late 

American President John F. Kennedy. Also use only the first and 

the surname. Do not use the middle name, unless the person in the 

news uses it. Use foreign names in a broadcast copy only when 

they are essential. Names of foreign heads of state, ambassadors 

and foreign ministers may be mentioned, while other officials are 

identified by titles alone. You must know that in some countries, 

especially China, the first name constitutes the surname and 

therefore the most important one. Remember the late Chinese 

leader, Mao Tsetung widely called, Chairman Mao.  

 Avoid split words or sentences at the end of a line. If a word or 

sentence cannot occupy a line do not split it from one line to the 

next or from one page to another. Avoid anything that can make 

the news anchor to make mistakes while on air. Begin a sentence 

on the next page if it cannot be completed on a page. In that case, 

you may type MORE at the bottom of the page to indicate a 

continuation or use an arrow to indicate a continuation. This must 

be done so that the news caster does not pause at the end of a page 

assuming that another news story begins on the next page. 

 Proper attribution should be done in a broadcast copy. This rule 

equally applies to newspaper copy preparation. However, 

attribution in a newspaper story is mostly placed at the end of a 

sentence (dangling attribution) e.g. 
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Students of Lagos State origin in tertiary institutions will as from 

next academic session receive a bursary award of N10, 000, the 

state government has said. 

However, such attribution appears at the beginning of the lead in a 

broadcast copy e.g. 

  Lagos State government says students of the state origin in 

tertiary institutions will as from next academic session receive 

N10, 000 bursary award 

 Broadcast copies should be typed and triple-spaced. Though they 

may be typed in a combination of upper and lower case letters, 

most radio and television stations still type their stories all-cap. 

  You must know that most television stations now use a script 

projection system called a teleprompter. This modern device helps 

to beam a picture of the script to a monitor, mounted on a studio 

camera. It enables the news anchor to read the script without 

referring to the script. This makes him or her to appear 

conversational making eye contact possible with viewers during 

news presentation. 

 Only news bulletin properly signed by the shift editor should be 

used: When signed, the news bulletin becomes an authentic 

document, with approved contents. 

 

Writing for the Radio 

Radio newswriting requires more effort than television’s since there are no 

pictures to illustrate stories. Newswriters must therefore look for suitable 

spoken words and techniques that can make listeners see the reported 

situation in their mind’s eye. Experience gained in a radio station will be 

quite useful in television station since most of the rules guiding radio 

newswriting are relevant in television newswriting. 

 

Below are the techniques of radio newswriting: 

Timing: In all broadcast newswriting you will always need to condense 

your stories for radio broadcast. The rule is that you must first consider the 

available time for news and commercial in a newscast, before writing your 

story. The pace or speed of the individual newscasters goes a long way in 

determining the number of lines to be read in order to arrive at an 
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appropriate timing. Suppose a newscaster reads 13 lines of copy per 

minute as pointed out earlier, it means in news cast often minutes, he 

would require about 130 lines of copy. 

 

Using Actualities and Wrap-around 

Actualities in radio news means the background sound from the scene of 

an event or the actual voices of an individual in the news, also called 

soundbites. A soundbite can also be interview insertion or the reporter’s 

account from the scene of an event. Radio journalists often record voices 

of newsmakers and background sound like wailings at the scene of an 

accident on tape in order to add colour to their stores. Such natural sound 

cannot be caught in paraphrased sentences in a story and the newscaster’s 

voice while reading the story. It is therefore better to have the voice of the 

agonized mother whose child is missing on tape to add colour to news 

presentation. We shall see how soundbites are inserted in a copy in some 

radio news format in this chapter. 

 

Wrap-around refers to the practice of combining sound and words in a 

newscast. By this, the voice of the newscaster appears at the beginning and 

end of a story or report, while the actual voice of the newsmaker 

(soundbite) appears in the middle. However, there can be many sound 

bites in the middle. To wrap up, two terminologies are used as will be seen 

in the examples below. They are cue in and cue out. 

 

Cue in: It means the words starting the soundbite in an audiotape or 

videotape. 

 

Cue out: The words ending the soundbite in an audiotape or videotape. 

After the cue out, the newscaster may wrap up the story by saying Kunle 

says the trial continues tomorrow. 

 

Lead-Ins and Teases 

A lead-in is a line or phrase introducing every soundbite or set up and 

report from the scene of an incident included in a copy. However, you 

lead-in must not repeat the first set of words in a sound bite. In addition it 

must be well constructed to attract listener’s attention. 
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 Here are some examples: 

a. our reporter Femi Alao has the details of the plane crash  

b. Femi Job has the details 

c. Correspondent Ayo Peters completes the story 

Teases on the other hand are briefs sentences meant to sustain 

listener’s attention before a commercial break. It aims at preventing them 

from tuning in to other stations by teasing them with a story or stories that 

will come after the commercial break. E.g. 

Another report says the Ogun State 

government plans to increase worker’s 

salaries from next year. Details after this 

commercial break. 

 

Pad Copy and Back Timing 

A pad copy is a story written to fill the newscast slot in case the 

newscaster runs out of stories before the end of a news programme. It 

happens occasionally due to wrong timing. In that case a few short stories 

about minor events can be prepared to fill in any gap. 

 Back timing is used to ensure newscast does not run over into another 

programme that follows (e.g. a network programme). To prevent 

overrunning the news editor must be aware of each bulleting’s duration. 

For example, since most newscasters read about 13 lines of copy per 

minute, a ten-minute bulletin gives us about 130 lines. However, as a 

result of unforeseen incident, like electricity blackout of about three 

minutes, he may have to remove about 39 lines (i.e. 13 lines x 3 minutes) 

from the 130 lines. The same applies in case of spot commercial or mid-

news commercial as the duration of the commercial will have to be 

deducted from the entire lines in the bulleting. This is a reliable way to 

ensure the newscast does not over run. The stories to be dropped or 

removed must be approved by the news editor. Besides, they must not be 

headline or major news in the bulleting. 

 

Writing for the Television 

Television news production involves creation of an experience in viewers 

through fusion of words with pictures, words with sound, and pictures 

with sound and ideas with ideas, unlike the newspaper and radio that 
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communicate with words, television communicates with both spoken 

words and moving pictures. 

 However, the use of pictures in television does not belittle the 

importance of words; though most television journalists believe they are in 

the business of pictures and not business of words as an American TV 

journalist once said. Nevertheless, words are still required to support the 

video by telling viewers information they cannot immediately grasp from 

the motion pictures. In that case, words are meant to fill in the information 

gaps in the video. They should be complementary. As it is often said, 

great pictures and great words make great television news. 

 Television news production requires more effort than radio’s because 

a number of professionals including producers, writers and cameramen are 

required to team up for a half-hour newscast. Teamwork is required since 

a TV newscast is made of packages requiring the input of many 

individuals. A package contains all required elements that can add colour 

to a story. These are good pictures, good soundbites and a well-prepared 

script. Perceived weakness in any of these must be corrected to have a 

standard package.  

 

Soundbites and natural sound   

Soundbites, as pointed out while discussing radio news production; mean 

the actual voice or words of the newsmaker. Good television copies are 

woven around good sound bites, same way radio newswriters use 

wraparounds. A careful insertion of reporter’s narrative, soundbites, 

natural sound from the field and other audio materials into a copy is called 

a package. 

 Unlike the radio soundbite, television soundbites show the faces of 

the newsmaker and their voices. Skilled television newswriters give the 

basic information first in a story and thereafter use the soundbite for 

emphasis or to prove what is said. This is done to avoid waste of airtime 

that may result if the soundbite is used to explain. 

 Apart from good soundbites, a competent television reporter looks for 

good natural sound obtained from the field. Such sound enables viewers to 

experience a situation on the TV screen as if they were there. In that case, 

the crow of a rooster makes the situation to look natural. 
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Voice-Over or “VO” 

This is the copy read by the news anchor or the reporter while video or 

other graphics are shown on the television screen. The video can be silent 

(SIL) or the soundtrack kept low for natural effect when the voice over is 

being done. The voice over should not repeat the obvious or what viewers 

can see in the video. The news writer must watch the video and take 

sufficient notes about each scene to enable him write a good voice-over 

copy. He also needs a stop watch to time each scene, while viewing the 

video. 

 

The Split Page 

A major difference between radio news scripts and the television’s is that 

the television news script is divided vertically into two columns. The right 

column which takes about 60 per cent of the page contains the news to be 

read by the newscaster, while the other side which takes about 40 per cent 

contains video and audio instructions, the running times and the cue-in and 

cue-out instructions among others. Sufficient copies of the newscript must 

be produced so that all those involved in news production will have 

copies. Some of these are the newscaster, the news director, the news 

producer, the floor manager who helps to display graphics on a mounted 

slide in case of non-availability of a kromma key and the teleprompter (i.e. 

script projecting machine). If the teleprompter is used, as it is done in most 

television stations, only the right side of the script containing the news 

will be seen by the newscaster on the teleprompter. 

 The newscast period looks like this: the news anchor or newscaster 

sits in a well-lighted studio set and reads stories into studio cameras. He 

also introduces the edited videotape to be used in the story by reading the 

lead-ins (e.g. here is Kunle Ogun with the report…). Based on the lead-

ins, the news director who also has a copy of the news script instructs an 

engineer to start the playback machine so that the introduced video can be 

shown. The studio camera may be manipulated to shoot close-ups of 

graphics and other still pictures that will illustrate some stories. 

 

Copy Formats and Video Instructions  

Though copy formats and newscripting styles vary from one broadcast 

newsroom to the other, there are still common areas. While some 

television stations ensure their reporters type their scripts into computers, 
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from where they will be electronically sent to the teleprompter (or script 

projecting machine that will enable the newscaster read without looking at 

the script), others still use the typewriter. Where typewriter is used he 

scripts (news) are typed on copy books. These are pieces of typing paper 

separated by carbon paper. There must be sufficient copies to be 

distributed among all the news production staff on duty during the 

newscast. 

 The upper left side of the script contains the slug and other details. 

Here is a sample: from ISBC – TV cited in Adedire (2000:43). It is a 

transmitted script contained in a packaged news story. 

TITLE: ANNUAL GEN. MEETING OF LAB 

SCIENTISTS  

DATELINE:  OSOGBO 30/8/95 

SCRIPT:   DELE SALAM 

REPORTER:  DELE SALAM 

SOURCE:   ADESINA (CAMERAMAN) 

TYPE:   VTR/SOF 

DURATION:  2:30 

 

The dateline here means the town where the story was obtained, the VTR 

which means video tape-recording informs the operative at VTR room 

that some of the news contents are on video tapes. SOF which means 

Sound on Film instructs the operative in charge of the audio console that 

there is audio or sound on a film or video tape to be used with the news. 

This may be a soundbite or the voice of a newsmaker. The instruction will 

enable the newscaster to pause to allow the sound-on-film to come up. 

SOT meaning Sound on Tape is used in many stations since videotape has 

replace film. 

Below is a list of video instructions to be found on the left side of the 

newscript. 

O/C: It means on camera. This informs the news Director that the 

newscaster will be on camera. 

V/O: It means Voice over. An instruction that, the newscaster will now 

read a copy to complement the silent video tapes or graphics being 

shown to viewers. 
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SIL: It means silent. An instruction that, the videotape should be silent. 

It is used along with the V/O (Voice Over).  

SOT/SOF: Sound on Tape or Sound on Film. Though either of the two may 

be used, SOT is more relevant today because of widespread use of 

VHS videotape. As pointed out earlier they are instructions that 

soundbite or report from the field on tape will be used in the 

newscast. 

ENG: It means electronic news gathering. An instruction for the news 

director that, the relevant video for a newscast is on a videotape 

cassette. The ENG camera enables the reportorial crew to cover 

fast paced events on the field. 

FONT: Refers to the abbreviated name of tape manufacturer videfont. 

Font is used in a newscript to indicate that names and titles of 

individual newsmakers, and pictures appearing on a TV screen are 

superimposed over videotape or graphics. 

TRT: It means Total Running Time for the videotape to be used in a 

newscast. It may contain pictures or soundbites (e.g. TRT: 30 

seconds). 

SL, ESS or ADDA: Terms used to show that some picture or graphic will 

be shown in a box next to the newscaster, and they many not fill 

the entire TV Screen. SL means Slide, ESS refers to Electronic 

Still Storage, while ADDA is the name of a computer that provides 

electronic storage. 

A split-page script sample used in a TV station looks like this: 

SAMPLE 

TITLE: Minister of Culture and Tourism Visit Ogun State 

DATELINE: ABK/15-11-2003 

SCRIPT:  POSUKO JOFFI 

REPORTER: POSUJO JOFFI 

SOURCE:  VHS/ONASANYA 

TYPE:  VTR/SOF 

DURATION: 1:55 

ANN.ON-CAMERA: The Minister for Culture and Tourism 

Ambassador Franklin Ogbuewu wants State 

Governors all over the country to put in place 
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solid and enduring projects that will survive their 

administrations which succeeding governments 

will find difficult to reserve or destroy. 

  He said one of such projects is tourism which is a 

potential foreign exchange earner that is also 

capable of generating unemployment. The 

minister gave the advice in Abeokuta while 

rounding off his one-day visit to some tourism 

centres in the state. 

Roll: VTR/Up Sound: Correspondent, Posuko Joffi who was on the 

minister’s encouraging files in this report. 

Cue In: The minister… 

Cue Out: Posuko Joffi reporting 

 The first story shows the announcer on-camera (i.e. newscaster) 

reading the news script from paragraph 1-3. 
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LECTURE TEN 

 

 

 

Editorial Room Terminologies  
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Print Journalism, like other professions, has a certain professional jargon 

of its own with which every serious print journalist should familiarize 

himself. Editorial room terminologies help to reduce the burden of 

newspaper men in various stages of newspaper production. For example, a 

typesetter knows what is expected of him if he sees BF by the side of a 

word in the script he is typesetting. He has no need to run after his 

production manager for any explanation because he already knows what 

he should do. This is to say that learning and using of news-room 

terminologies is a time saving device. 

 Certain editorial terminologies carry warning with them and thereby 

guide reporters from going astray in the process of collecting and 

disseminating information. As an example, the term off record is a 

warning signifying that any piece of information given to a reporter by 

another person is not heed this warning may cause sources of information 

to dry up in a short time. Besides, his news stories stand the risk of being 

denied by the source and this may seriously damage the credibility of his 

newspaper. 

 In practical terms, no profession can do without the use of jargon. 

Lawyers are fond of using profession expressions such as “null and void” 

“sine qua non”, and “locus standi”’ “Libel per se”, “Libel per quod” and 

so on. Terminologies such as “sil”, “sof”’ “VTR” “medium shot” “cue in” 

and “cue out” are some of the professional jargon associated with 

television broadcasting. And in the political arena, we often hear “veto”, 

“de jure”, “Ad hoc”, “colonialism and “neo-colonialism”. Each and every 



 47 

one of these professional terms has its own meaning. In a nutshell, a 

profession cannot avoid having jargon closely identified with it. 

 From this brief preamble, one would realize the fact that editorial 

terminologies are as important as news story writing or editing skills to a 

journalist. For one thing, they are indispensable tools in all aspects of print 

Journalist. For another, they are abbreviations for many things which 

journalists can easily remember as they hurry about, doing their daily job. 

 Learners of a new language always go from the simple to the 

complex. They first learn the alphabet of the language and then learn how 

to form words with the letters before forming sentences. In the same way, 

learning to become a good newspaper reporter or editor should be a 

gradual process in which simple things come before hard ones. Newspaper 

journalists, particularly the beginners, should first of all be exposed to the 

professional jargon of the trade before being told what a news story is all 

about and how to set about writing one. This is to say that we are trying to 

go from the simple learning process to the complex. 

 Some of the common editorial terminologies which beginners can 

recall easily and use are explained below: 

 

Terminologies Associated with Copy or a News Story  

Attribution – the source of information used in writing a news story 

Blow up – playing a story beyond its news value or enlarging a picture in 

engraving  

Body – a news story minus its headline and lead  

Body type – the type, usually 8 points, in which newspaper stories are 

typeset 

Break-over – to jump story or continue part of a story from one page 

(usually the front page) to another inside. Some newspapers are in the 

habit of jumping their stories from back page to another inside e.g. 

Vanguard and Lagos news   

Bulletin – important urgent news moved by wire service  

Colour – to slant a story or to inject one’s personal bias into a story  

Copy – a news story submitted by a reporter for editing  

Dateline – the zero-hour or last minute that a story must be turned in so 

that it can be included in the edition  
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Dupe – to duplicate a story or manuscript or any editorial material 

Editorialize – to opinionate a story as against writing facts 

Editorial  

Matter – material in a newspaper that is not adverting 

End Mark – 30 or xxx or is usually placed at the end of a story  

Five W’s & H – who, what, where, when, why and how; major elements 

of lead or news 

Graf – paragraph  

Inverted – news story writing format in which facts are arranged in 

descending order of importance  

Pyramid – news story writing format in which facts are arranged in 

descending order of importance  

Jump – to continue a story on another page 

Lead – the first paragraph of a story which summarises the facts of the 

story; contains the Five W’s and H; could mean the major story on a page; 

the lead paragraph could extend to the second paragraph of the story 

Rewrite man – rewrites stories received by phone from reporters on their 

beats 

Editing Terminologies   

Copy desk – a desk used by sub-editors for editing news stories  

Copy reader – also known as sub-editor: edits copy and write headlines 

Desk – the copy desk on which news stories are edited 

Desk Chief – the head of the copy desk; also known as the Chief sub-

editor  

Edit – to correct mistakes in copy  

Slotman – the Desk Chief; also known as Chief sub-editor  

Stet – an editing mark for “let it stand” or “do not make a change.” 

 

Terminologies Associated with Headlines  

BF – boldface or full-face type  

CLC – capitals and lower case letters  

Deck – line of headline  

Flush left - to set lines even with left column rule  
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Flush right – to set decks even with right margin  

Head – headline  

HTK – head to come  

Kicker – highline set above headline to add details or more meaning to 

headline  

LC – lower case or small letters       

Rider – underline set below headline to add more meaning to headline. 

Upper case – capital letters  

ULC - upper and lower case or capitals and small letters. 

Picture Terminologies  

Caption – display line above picture or cut, also known as over-line. 

Credit line –source of photo as in: Peter Obey Photo. 

Cutline – display line run below a picture; it is the opposite of caption. 

Picture – 

Cropping – eliminating the unwanted part of picture  

Pix – means picture  

Underline – a cutline under a picture  

 

Layout Terminologies 

Alley – small white space (usually half a pica) between columns 

Border line – rule used to enclose story or advertisement 

Boxall – the head and story are enclosed with rules on all sides. 

Col -column. 

Continuation – 

Line - tells readers where they can continue with rest of story. 

Display type – type set larger than body type which is usually 8 picas. 

Dummy - layout of each page of an edition showing where each item of 

news or art material is to go. 

Flag - name plate usually placed on page one of a news paper; sometimes 

referred to as the logo. 

Folio - contains page number. Date and price of paper  

Gutter - margin or space that separates two facing pages  
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Hairline - rule used to separate two columns  

Index - displays important contents of newspaper – usually placed on 

front page. 

Leading – the space between lines of typeset material  

Logo - page 1 name plate  

Newshole- a space meant for editorial matters other than advertisements  

OPED- page opposite the editorial page  

Pica -  a unit of measurement; six picas equal one inch; 12 points equal 

one pica  

RBL      -    means reverse block line  

Tabloid -   half – size newspaper  

 

Terminologies associated with interviews      

ETL   emotional tone level  

Follow-up 

Question - question asked as a result of interviewer’s answer to a major or 

initial question usually for more clarification. 

Mic - microphone 

Off record- information not meant for publication; it is information meant 

for reporter’s consumption. 

On back- 

Ground - information that may be published: must not be attributed to 

source but quotations are allowed. 

On deep- 

Background - information that may be published but which must not be 

attributed to source of quotations. 

On record- information that a reporter may published, attribute to source 

and quote. 

 

Production Terminologies 

Galley- a shadow metal tray in which type is placed after being set. 

Composing 

Room - room where type is set. 
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Compositor - the person who sets type 

Letter press- printing from raised surface, also known as relief printing 

technique 

Paste-up-       the process of gumming proofs of stories, head and pictures 

on dummy sheets before making negatives and plates. 

Proof read- to read through proofs of typeset stories with a view to 

correcting mistakes in them. 

Typeset-  to set in type 

Tombstone-  placing two heads of the same size side by side 

Type size-  refers to size of type which could be 8 point or 40 points 

Typo -  typographical error 

 

Advertising Terminologies 

Ad  - advertisement; also known as advert 

Blind Ad - a classified advertisement which does not disclose the 

identity of the advertiser. 

Classifieds - advertisements set in small body type 

Classified - 

Display - advertisements set in larger type for emphasis. 

Display Ad - advertising matter other than classified. 

Miscellaneous  

Clips – newspaper cuttings usually kept in the library  

Editorial – the view of a newspaper on a particular issue 

Estate – the press  

Fourth  

FYI – for your information  

Morgue – a newspaper library  

Put to bed – to close all the pages; to go to press  

Teletype – automatic printer which receives wire news and types it  

Teletypesetter – typesetting machine that types on perforated tape 

automatically  

Text – verbatim material e.g. unedited speech or message  

Tip – news tip  
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New Agencies  

ADN – News agency of East Germany  

AFP – Agence France-Presse  

Antara – News agency of Indonesia  

AP – Associated Presse  

DPA – News agency of West Germany  

EFE – News agency of Spain  

GNA – Ghana News Agency  

INA – Iraqi News Agency  

Kyodo – News agency of Japan  

MENA – News agency of Egypt 

NAN – News Agency of Nigeria  

PANA – Pan-African News Agency  

Prenalatina – News Agency of Cuba  

Reuters – British news agency  

TASS – Telegrafnoie Agentvso Sovietskovo Soiuza  

UPI – United Press International 

CNN – Cable Network News      
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LECTURE ELEVEN 

 

 

 

Ethical Problem in Mass Communication 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

We can not go through this course without considering some ethical 

problems in communication, particularly, mass communication which we 

are dealing with. Communication has its ethics, however in this lecture; 

we are going to consider some of the prominent ethical problems with a 

view to teaching us how to avoid them in future when we begin to 

practice.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1 highlight some of the ethical problems confronting mass 

communication; 

2  proffer solution to some of the ethical problems mass 

communication; and 

3 Discuss the ethical problems and identify the causes. 

 

Pre –Test  

1. List at least five ethical problems in mass communication. 

2. State the causes of these problems. 

3. proffer some practical solutions to there problems. 
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CONTENT 

Ethical Problems in Mass Communication 

Ethical Issues in the Society 

Ethical problems in mass communication do not exist in isolation, but 

exist as part of the overall ethical issues and problems in a society. Mass 

communication is a social process and the mass media work in 

conjunction with other social institutions that make up the social system. 

These institutional linkages include the relationships between mass 

communication and the educational, economic, cultural and political 

institutions (Okunna, 1999). Thus, as Golding (1977) correctly observes, it 

is “meaningless to discuss any institution such as mass communication as 

though it operated in isolation, unconnected to other social processes.” 

 Every society has its moral problems. Because the journalist is a 

member of the society, and mass communication is just one of the many 

social institutions that constitute the social system, any meaningful 

discussion of ethical problems in mass communication must take into 

consideration the ethical issues and problems in the particular society 

within which the mass media operate. The Nigerian society, for instance, 

is filled with all sorts of ethical maladies that have defied all cures over the 

years. Most of these problems are in one way or the other related to the 

all-encompassing problem of materialism. 

 Indeed, Nigeria has become a very materialistic society, 

‘Materialism’, as BBC English Dictionary defines it, “is the attitude of 

people who think that money and possessions are the most important 

things in life”. Materialism often gives rise to avarice, which means 

extreme greed for money. In Nigeria today, materialism has redefined 

social morality become the yardstick for determining the social acceptance 

and recognition of individuals, no matter how ill-gotten the wealth is and 

how glaring its immoral sources. It is not surprising then that bribery and 

corruption shows up in various garbs as ‘kickback’, ‘ten per cent’, ‘kola’, 

settlement’, ‘the Nigerian factor’, etc., as unethical Nigerians struggle to 

get rich by all means. 

 In recent years, Transparency International and other anti-corruption 

organizations have consistently ranked Nigeria among the most corrupt 

nations in the world. Smuggling, profiteering and hard drug trafficking 

are prevalent ethical problems among Nigerians. In addition, 

embezzlement of public funds is probably the greatest malady of public 
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office holders, and fraud or criminal deception has become 

commonplace. A good example is advance fee fraud (alias ‘419’ which 

has dealt a deadly blow to the country’s image and reputation in all parts 

of the world and is now a household word in the country. 

 These vices are various manifestations of materialism-an ethical 

problem in society which generates such ethical problems in mass 

communication as the ubiquitous ‘brown envelope’. Nigeria’s battle 

against ‘419’ and other types of fraud and economic crimes has been a 

protracted one, with fraudsters apparently having the upper hand against 

the government. Consider the following statistics: between June and 

September 2002 (a period of only three months), ‘a total number of 415 

cases of forgeries and fraud valued at N15.274 billion were reported by 

banks operating in Nigeria” (The NEWS, 26 May, 2003). This is just one 

of numerous such examples. 

 In Year 2003 the Federal Government renewed its war against 

financial crimes and related offences by setting up the Economic Financial 

Crimes Commission (EFCC), with Nuhu Ribadu as charman. Immediately 

after its inauguration on 9 May, the Commission swung into action by 

arresting a number of ‘419’ kingpins. Here is what Ribadu said during the 

inauguration about the deplorable situation that brought his commission 

into existence: 

… economic and financial crimes … have done tremendous 

damage to our national integrity and national image abroad. 

Advanced free fraud that we sometimes refer to as 419 has 

caused our dear country and innocent citizens a lot of 

embarrassment abroad. Just because of the unpatriotism and 

greed of a few misguided citizens, the whole people and the 

country continue to suffer while undertaking legitimate business. 

 

 Other ethical problems that plague the Nigerian society are 

sycophancy, nepotism, squandermania or conspicuous consumption, 

sexism, indiscipline etc. These ills are also related to ethical issues in mass 

communication and, long with the different manifestations of materialism, 

from the basis of the ethical problems that confront the Nigerian journalist. 

 As the economic problem in the country worsens, most Nigerians are 

losing their grip on ethical and disciplined behaviour. The country has 

launched and re-launched her War Against Indiscipline and Corruption 

(WAIC), apparently to no avail, Indiscipline is an umbrella word that 
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covers a number of major and minor types of unethical behaviour in 

society. Indiscipline simply means the absence of discipline, while 

discipline itself has to do with the training of a person’s mind and 

character to engender self-control and proper conduct. Thus, discipline is 

the ability of the individual to exhibit self-control and behave in an 

appropriate manner in any given situation. Any action that contravenes 

acceptable behaviour or proper conduct, through lack of self-control, 

could be described as an act of indiscipline. 

 The problem of indiscipline is probably the most pervasive and 

tenacious ethical issue in the Nigerian society. Our lack of patience and 

self-control is manifested in ‘minor’ acts like jumping queues, and major 

acts like armed robbery and advance fee fraud (419), both caused by our 

impatience to become millionaires overnight rather than build up our 

wealth gradually through hard work. 

 

Ethical Problems in Mass Communication 

What journalists write inevitably touches other people’s lives, and 

newspaper (and other mass media) stories really can ruin lives, just as they 

can make celebrities; consequently, no other profession, perhaps, is so 

obsessed with ethics, nor so roundly condemned for its transgressions 

(Teel and Taylor, 1991). People in different parts of the world are 

becoming increasingly vocal in their condemnation of the transgressions 

of the press, which as an institution is becoming more and more powerful 

with the increasing sophistication of new information technologies. 

 There is widespread belief that the press is growing not only in power 

but also in irresponsibility because of journalists’ disregard for ethical 

values. Voicing this view about the press in the United States, Woo (2001) 

presents research evidence to show that the American public has a 

growing lack of confidence in the ethics of journalism, with 88 percent of 

the people thinking that “reporters often or sometimes use unethical or 

illegal tactics in investigating stories. 

 Here in Nigeria, the press has also been criticized for its unethical 

performance. What Ray Ekpu, Chief Executive Officer of Newswatch, has 

said in this regard is a reflection of such criticsm. Beginning with the 

acknowledgement that “we [journalist] have a lot of room for 

improvement in our work,” Ekpu (2002) points out the following unethical 

practices by Nigerian journalists, particularly their disregard for truth: 
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 Have you read some of the evening papers recently? 

Sheer fabrication. What they sell is what Dr. Adidi Uyo of the 

Department of Mass Communication, University of Lagos calls 

HEADLIES. 

 Have you seen the soft sell magazines recently? Sheer 

pornography plus anything goes. 

 Have you looked at some of the newsmagazines and seen how 

wonderful some of the stories are? Sheer apocryphal stuff with no 

shred of evidence or fact or corroboration. 

 What can we do about improving our practice, about regulating it 

so that we can earn respect as professionals? 

Indeed, in this important but challenging and hazardous profession, 

the journalist has a good number of ethical problems to grapple with. 

Some of these are discussed below. 

 

Sycophancy 

A sycophant is a “person who tries to win favour by flattering rich or 

powerful people” (Hornby, 1984). A similar definition says, “if someone 

is sychophantic, they flatter people who are more important than they are 

in order to gain an advantage for themselves” (BBC English Dictionary). 

Such excessive and insincere praise is a common ethical problem in mass 

communication. The sycophant journalist flatters political leaders, wealthy 

citizens and owners of media houses, who as employers have formidable 

powers over journalists. 

 Sychophancy in Nigerian mass communication is apparently most 

glaring in the political sphere. The government owns the great majority of 

the mass media in Nigeria, as in other. Third World countries. Talking 

about press performance in the Third World, Edeani (1993) notes that the 

common features of this performance. “from one country to another is 

incompetence”. A major cause of this incompetence is sychophancy. 

According to Edeani, “Government-owned media which are in the great 

majority in these countries perform the apologist role of praise-singing the 

activities of government officials and government policies without any 

qualms”. 

 During the constant changes of political leaders (military or civilian) 

in Nigeria, and particularly at election times, journalists often turn 
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propagandists and praise singers for rich and powerful politicians. 

Propaganda is information that is often biased and inaccurate, which is 

disseminated to persuade people to support a particular individual, group 

or idea. The dissemination of propaganda is highly unethical because it 

negates the universal ethical values of accuracy and truth telling. The 

negative effects of sycophancy are many and varied. 

 During elections, sycophancy leads to the abuse of the power of the 

mass media, as unethical journalists use the media to confer status and 

legitimacy on their favourite politicians, and to set the political agenda in 

favour of these politicians, even when they lack legitimacy and do not 

deserve the praise heaped upon them. The electorate can be manipulated to 

accept a candidate as important and worthy because sycophant journalists 

give such a candidate so much praise as prominence in the mass media. 

This manipulation is only one of the negative effects of sychophancy. 

o Generally, sychophancy denies the public the correct information 

which it is the duty of the journalist to give them. This denial 

occurs because the sycophant journalist could twist facts, falsify 

information, or indulge in sensationalism to promote the interest of 

the person being flattered. As the game of praise-singing goes on, 

the journalist fails to do the job that needs to be done, that is 

catering for the diverse information and communication needs of 

the public in a conscientious and responsible manner – a failure 

which is a betrayal of the trust which the public places on the press 

to champion public interest (Edeani, 1993). 

o Another negative influence of sychophancy is that it leads to 

dereliction of duty on the part of the recipient being false praised. 

When people in authority are flattered by the same institution (the 

press) whose duty it is to objectively appraise the performance of 

such people, they are deceived by such flattery and fail to realize 

that they are not discharging their duties as required by the 

positions of authority they occupy. Even when they realize that 

they are not doing well, they are content to hide behind the 

misinformation by the press, knowing that the public may be none 

the wiser to their misdeeds. 

o One more negative effect of sychophancy in mass communication 

is that the sychophant journalist is a source of irritation to media 

audiences who often see through the falseness of the media content 

packaged by the unethical praise-singer. The net result is that the 
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people could become contemptuous of the press and this lowers the 

status and credibility of journalists, and causes loss of respect for 

the press. This result has been witnessed again and again in 

Nigeria. 

 

Character Assassination 

Closely related to sychophancy is the ethical problem of character 

assassination. While flattering favoured prominent and powerful people, 

the sychophant journalist could indulge in vilifying the opponents of such 

people. When the press makes statements that damage a person’s 

reputation, the press makes the press is guilty of character assassination. 

Whereas there is no legal punishment for sychophancy, character 

assassination is both unethical and illegal; a journalist could face a court 

action for defamation or damaging somebody’s reputation. 

 

 

Pressure 

Pressure is any force or influence which causes a journalist to feel strongly 

compelled to act in a manner desirable to the source of such force or 

influence. Pressure can be either internal external. 

Internal pressure emanates from within the organization in which 

the journalist works. The publisher of a newspaper, for instance, could 

pressurize an editor to write editorial in a particular way, or even request 

the editor to publish a ‘canned’ editorial written by the publisher or his or 

her surrogate. 

 External pressure, on the other hand, comes from the wider 

community or society. Advertisers, politicians, or even friends and 

families of journalists can constitute sources of this type of pressure. In 

fact, advertisers and politicians are probably the greatest sources of 

external pressure on the media. In his discussion of corruption and 

unethical conduct among journalist, Shehy (1998) has this to say about the 

power that advertisers can wield over the media and how this can 

pressurize media practitioners into unethical conduct: 
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The biggest source of money for the free press anywhere in the 

world is advertising revenue. Even in the situations where 

government subsidy is given, advertising revenue could go a 

long way and whoever controls advertising (i.e. agencies) must 

then command a lot of power over the media. In fact, it has been 

shown that pressure on the editorial content of the newspapers is 

most effective when it is brought to bear through the 

publication’s own advertisement department. 

 

 Pressure can cause a journalist to be irresponsible or unethical if the 

source of the pressure compels the journalist to carry out actions that are 

contrary to journalistic ethical principles. This compulsion arises from the 

fact that invariably, the source of any type of pressure has the ability to 

punish the journalist either physically or psychologically if his or her 

request is turned down. This is illustrated by the predicament of the 

Nigerian press. 

 In recent times, particularly under military governments, the Nigerian 

press has become an embattled one whose ability to perform its duties 

according to the ethics of the professions is constrained by all sorts of 

pressure from governments that are characterized by a “growing hostility 

to dissent of any kind” (Maja-Pearce, 1994). This hostility and external 

political pressure apparently came to a head a decade ago with the ‘June 

12’ impasse in the country. As documented by Media Review, in 1993 this 

pressure subjected the press to “a spate of arrests, harassment, seizures and 

detention” calculated to compel the press to stop its vocal opposition to the 

government’s annulment of the June 12 Presidential Election. The 

situation was exemplified by the catalogue of intense government 

harassment to which The NEWS and Tempo magazines were subjected 

within a short period of six month (February-August). Journalists in the 

two sister newsmagazines suffered a series of arrests and detention, while 

more than 170,000 copies of the publications were seized by government 

security agents within the same period. According to Index on Censorship 

(1994), the pressure on the press in general continued in 1994 with the 

closure of the Concord Newspaper Group by the State Securities  Services 

(SSS); the raiding and sealing off of The Punch premises and all five titles 

of The Guardian Newspapers by armed police on 15 August. 

 In the face of this type of debilitating pressure, the ultimate question 

for the journalists is: “Are mass media professional standards and ethics 
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negotiable?” Owens-Ibie’s (1994) answer, following his examination of 

“the overt and covert causes of media failure to uphold ethical standards”, 

indicates that the credibility of a media organization depends on “the 

degree to which (the) organization sides with truth in the face of apparent 

sanction from powerful quarters.” 

There is no doubt that many journalists succumbed to government 

pressure over ‘June 12’. Nevertheless, a good number of media 

professionals were able to weather the storm. This was also the case with 

government pressure and brutality towards the press throughout the 

Abacha regime, particularly during the struggle by the nation to prevent 

General Abacha from succeeding himself and perpetuating himself in 

office-perhaps as president for life! 

 

Confidentiality of Source/Secret Sources 

It is unethical for a journalist to reveal a source of information given to 

him or her in confidence. Such a revelation could jeopardize the source 

and scare away prospective sources. People are known to have been 

harmed or even murdered because of sensitive information they revealed 

to the press. Sandam et al. (1976) underscore the importance of 

confidentiality of source in journalism: 

Any journalist who engages in investigative reporting, political 

reporting, or police reporting… is often asked by a news source 

not to reveal his or her name. Few reporters will refuse such a 

request, if they do, they run the risk of not getting the 

information at all… Once a reporter gets a reputation as 

someone who won’t keep a confidence, that reporter is finished 

as an investigator – and the public is the loser. 

  

Also known as ‘professional secrecy’, confidentiality of source is so vital 

to journalism that it forms part of the content of virtually every code of 

journalistic ethics at national, regional and global levels. Nevertheless, it 

should be pointed out that attribution is a standard part of journalism 

practice requiring that information sources should be cited or indicated 

whenever no request for confidentiality has been made by such sources. In 

news reporting/writing, attribution give authenticity to information. 

 Journalists have been known to misuse the ethical injunction about 

the confidentiality or secrecy of source. This they do by unethically false 
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information to non-existent ‘secret’ or confidential source, when such an 

action would serve the private interest of the journalist. In addition, 

journalists who cannot find the courage to discharge their duties without 

fear of favour , ascribe sensitive information to secret source. 

 In a politically unstable country like Nigeria, where the populace 

often becomes quickly disenchanted with corrupt military and civilian 

governments, and the press has the duty to voice this disenchantment, 

much of what a conscientious journalist has to say is often quite sensitive. 

Consequently, the urge to attribute information to ‘secret’ or anonymous 

sources is a very big ethical problem for journalist in  a society like 

Nigeria. 

However, the problem of secret sources is not confined to non-

democratic and repressive societies. In its various manifestations, the 

problems are a feature of journalism even in advanced democratic 

countries. Referring to this problem in American journalism. Teel and 

Taylor (1991) note that “reporter and their employers have been 

embarrassed when it was discovered that unnamed sources did not exist. 

In such cases, newspapers have had to apologize and reporters have had to 

find other lines of work.” In plain language, for such a  reporter “to find 

other lines to work” is to be sacked by their employers. 

 

Afghanistanism 

This term was coined in 1948 by Jenkin Lloyd Jones, the then editor of the 

Tuksa (Oklahoma) Tribune, when he challenged members of the American 

Society of Newspaper Editors to stop looking at Afghanistan and look 

instead at their own national problems. Although Jones used the term in 

reference to editorial writing, and ‘afghanistanism’ has been defined in 

this regard as “writing innocuous editorial about far-way places to avoid 

coming to grips with the tougher problems at home”, the term has come to 

be applied generally to all types of journalistic writing. Thus, the tendency 

to write about far-away issues and problems has been referred to as 

‘afghanistanism’, and the implication is that the journalist is afraid of 

tackling problems closer home (Stonecipher, 1979). In this fear or lack of 

courage lies the ethical problems in ‘afghanistanism’, The mass media 

should serve as a forum for the discussion of issues and problems of 

public interest. In performing this function, the responsible journalist 

provides the information and guidance which the people require to make 
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meaningful decisions about the various aspects of life in their society. 

Since charity should begin at home, if the mass media shy away from 

tackling serious local or national problems by preoccupying themselves 

with harmless discussions of issues which are largely irrelevant to a 

majority of their audiences, then the journalists who work in these media 

are irresponsible and unethical, failing in the duty which the society 

expects them to perform with courage and dedication. As Merrill (1974) 

points out, the “virtuous journalist is one who has respect for, and tries to 

live by, the cardinal virtues. “According to Merril, of the four virtues: 

 

First is wisdom, which gives ‘direction’ to the 

moral life and is the rational, intellectual base 

for any system of ethics… Second, there is 

courage, which keeps one constantly pursuing 

his goal, the goal which wisdom has helped him 

to set for himself. Courage is needed to help the 

journalist resist the many temptations which 

would lead him away from the path which 

wisdom shows. 

 

 ‘Afghanistanism’ may sound exotic and far-fetched, but this ethical 

problem is a regular aspect of journalism practice in many societies, 

particularly those under repressive political regimes. This is the type of 

societies which Merrill’s reference to courage as a cardinal virtue is most 

applicable to. Take Nigeria under General Abacha, or Iraq under Saddam 

Hussein’s dictatorship, as an illustration, if you were a journalist in 

Nigeria at that time, would have found the courage to write or broadcast 

about the brutality of the regime? Or would you have ‘escaped’ from the 

realities of life at home and talk instead about the horrors of similar 

regimes in other parts of the world? Or would you even have refrained 

completely from talking about repressive regimes anywhere? 

 

Afghanistanism and Pressure: An Illustration 

Most of us as Nigerians are knowledgeable about the dangers faced by 

journalists who told the truth about General Abacha’s regime or similar 

undemocratic political systems. 
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So let us take our illustration from Iraq to show how this type of danger 

could compel journalists to succumb to the ethical problems of pressure 

and, ultimately, ‘afghanistanism’.  

 Mark Boweden (2003) of the London Guardian writing about 

Saddam Hussein’s “bloody, single-minded pursuit of power”, documents 

how Saddam’s vanity, ego and ambition compelled him to jail or execute 

all who criticized or opposed him, so much so that “the sheer scale of the 

tyrant’s deeds mock psychoanalysis”.  Using the experience of Saad al-

Bazzaz, Bowden illustrates the scale of the pressure, censorship, danger 

and fear which Saddam’s dictatorship generated for journalists. In 1989, 

Saad al-Bazzaz was the editor of Babhdad’s largest daily newspaper and 

the head of the ministry overseeing all of Iraq’s television and radio 

programmes. That year, he was summoned to meet with President 

Saddam; Bowden recounts the meeting as follows (excerpted from Daily 

Times (Nigerian), Saturday 19 April, 2003).  

 

How are you?” the President asked  

 

“Fine” Al-Bazzaz replied. “I’m here to listen to your instruction”.  

Saddam complained about an Egyptian comedy show that had 

been airing on one of the TV channels: “It is silty and we shouldn’t 

show it to our people”.  Al-Bazzaz made a note: Then Saddam 

brought up something else. It was the practice for poems and songs 

written in praise of him to be aired daily on TV: In recent weeks 

Al-Bazzaz had urged his producers to be more selective. Most of 

the work was amateurish, ridiculous doggerel written by unskilled 

poets. His staff was happy to oblige Poems to the President were 

still aired every day but not as many since al-Bazzaz had changed 

the policy. 

“I understand,” Saddam said, “that you are not allowing some of 

the songs that carry my name to be broadcast.  

 

Al-Bazzaz was stunned, and suddenly frightened. “Mr. President’ 

he said, “we still broadcast the songs, but I have stopped some of 

them because they are so poorly written. They are rubbish?  

“Look,” Saddam said, abruptly stem. “You are not a judge Saad”. 
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  “Yes, I’m not a judge” 

“How can you prevent people from expressing their 

feelings towards me?  

 

Al-Bazzaz feared that he was going to be taken away and shot. He 

felt the blood drain from his face, and his heart pounded heavily.  

The editor said nothing. The pencil shook in his hand Saddam had 

not even raised his voice.  

“No, no lessening of control,” he said  

“Yes, Sir, 

“Okay, fine Now it is all clear to you?” 

“Yes Sir” 

 With that Saddam dismissed Al-Bazzaz. The editor had sweated 

through his shirt and sport coat. He was driven back to the Cabinet 

Building, and then drove himself back to the office, where he immediately 

rescinded his earlier policy. The evening a full broadcast of the poems and 

songs dedicated so Saddam resumed.  

 If you were Al-Bazzaz or any of his colleagues, what would you have 

done if you had an assignment to write on the topic “Freedom of the 

Press”? Would you have based your write-up on press freedom in your 

own country (Iraq), or on some far away countries that your audience 

might not even have heard of? Many journalists would undoubtedly write 

about far away countries. This will be afghanistanism in action. 

 

Bribery  

In mass communication, the ethical problem of materialism is manifested 

in the form of bribery and acceptance of gifts. Money and other non-

monetary gifts are usually accepted by journalists for performing their 

normal duties of disseminating information. Accepting money and free 

services – “freebies’, as they are sometimes called – might compromise 

the integrity of journalists and media organizations.  Consequently, 

journalists are encouraged to refuse free trips, passes to entertainment, 

meals and other freebies, when such pre-requisites could be construed as 

attempts to buy influence with the media for which the journalists work 

(Teel and Taylor, 1991).  This encouragement forms a part of the content 
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of ethical codes at national, regional and global levels (see table 2, section 

3.3.4). 

 One type of bribe which is becoming quite common in journalism 

particle in all regions of the world, particularly in developed capitalist 

countries is one in which an agent arranges for a reporter to cover an event 

in the hope of reaping a complimentary article from the reporter who 

accepts the junket (Sandman et al., 1976). In a similar definition, Shehu 

(1998) says, “Junkets are trips by reporters whose travel and other 

expenses are paid by the news source, not his/her own medium”. 

 Generally, junkets are excursions to local or foreign destinations in 

which the person desiring publicity pays all expenses for the journalists.  

Junketing is considered an ethical problem in mass communication 

because it is widely regarded as a major threat to objectivity. As Sandman 

and his colleagues point out, it is common knowledge that some unethical 

journalists accept every junket and, as a matter of course, repay their 

benefactors or hosts by writing a favourable story. Writing about junkets 

as a cause of unethical conduct among journalists, with specific reference 

to the airline industry and sports journalism, Shehu (1998) has this to say: 

All expenses paid trips are very common carrot in the travel and 

entertainment industry. It is no secret that airlines providing 

junkets and expect in return, a good number of favourable 

stories. Additional examples may be found in sports journalism 

where reporters are taken around the world to cover matches by 

club sides. The objective is usually to report the news from the 

club’s point of view.  

Probably the commonest type of bribe in journalism is the so-called 

‘brown envelope; which is a monetary bribe handed out to an unethical 

journalist to pressurize him or her into doing what the bribe giver wants. 

Writing about this ethical problem in Nigeria, Karl Maier (2000) an 

American journalist who has documented the extensive corruption in 

Nigeria, says:  

Paying journalists has become a tradition in Nigeria.  It is the 

brown-envelope syndrome. Journalists covering a politician’s 

press conference, for example, often receive a little brown 

envelop. The more important the person, the grater the amount 

in the little brown envelope, and of course the more extensive the 

coverage is expected to be.  
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Once a journalist accepts monetary bribes and other gifts, he then becomes 

incapable of being objective in reporting events and issues involving 

people who give the gifts. Objectivity is thus the first casualty in reporting, 

when journalists succumb to the evils of materialisms; slanting, news 

management and even outright lies could end up becoming the stock in 

trade of unethical journalists as they attempt to please people whose bribes 

they have accepted. 

 

Sensationalism  

‘Sensation’ means a quick and excited reaction. When a newspapers or 

any other mass medium presents news in a way designed to rouse this type 

of reaction, it is said to be guilty of sensationalism. In explaining 

‘sensationalism’, Okunna 92003) says: 

In journalism, ‘sensationalism’ is a word used to show 

disapproval for a newspaper/ magazine report or 

television/radio broadcast that presents facts in a way that is 

intended to produce strong feelings of shock, anger or 

incitement, by making a situation more shocking or worse than it 

truly is.  

 

This type of reaction is evoked when a newspaper, for instance, seizes on 

the most sordid, disgusting aspect of a subject to play up in a news story 

(Teel and Taylor, 1991). Some newspapers and magazines deliberately 

encourage this practice and thrive on it.  In Nigeria, for example, this is 

the stock in trade of the so-called ‘junk magazines’ and ‘scandal sheets’.  

 

Plagiarism  

This is a form of literary theft. To plagiarize means to “take and use 

somebody else’s ideas, words, etc as if they are one’s own” (Hornby, 

1984). Plagiarism is a very serious ethical problem in mass 

communication because journalism is a profession whose foundation rests 

on the dissemination of words and ideas.  

 Plagiarism occurs when a journalist publishes somebody else’s 

information in such a way as to give the impression that the information 

was originated by the journalist. This type of impression could be created 

when the journalist unethically fails to accompany such verbatim 

reproduction of the original information with an acknowledgement of the 
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original source. The basic components of acknowledgment are author’s 

name and the title of work or materials being used.  Other aspects of 

acknowledgment include details about the publishers, place and date of 

publication and page(s) of the work being used.  

The lazy journalist who fails to cover his or her beat effectively as a pre-

requisite for filing an original copy to meet the deadline could be taking 

the first step on the path to plagiarism.  

 

Sexism  

Generally, sexism is defined as “unfair or unreasonable discrimination 

between the sexes” (Hornby, 1984). Usually, women bear the burnt of this 

discrimination. Thus a more appropriate definition of sexism describes it 

as “discrimination against the members of one sex, usually women” (BBC 

English Dictionary). 

 Specifically in mass communication, sexism refers to the andocentric 

trend in which journalists use masculine terms for everybody being talked 

about in the media, whether the person is male or female.  Sexism is 

closely associated with gender bias, and has always been a feature of 

journalistic language even in the developed world.  

 It should, however, be emphasized that gender is not a women’s issue. 

Gallagher (2001) makes this point as follows” “Gender is not a women 

thing. As a concept, it actually depends on an interpretation of the 

relationship between women and men. As an analytical tool it needs to be 

applied to the study of both masculinity and feminist”.  Nevertheless, 

discussions of gender issues in journalism tend to concentrate on practices 

that discriminate against women because, as pointed out earlier in this 

section, it is women who suffer most of the effects of sexism or gender 

discrimination in every gendered society. 

 The problem of sexism has become increasingly recognized as an 

ethical problem in mass communication since the late 1960’s when 

feminist groups (in the United States, for instance) began an all-out 

campaign against sexist language in the media (Sandman et al, 1976). In 

such developed societies, much progress has been made in solving this 

ethical problem. Canada is a very good example of such society. 

According to Media and gender Monitor (2002). 
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The Canadian approach to gender and media has traditionally 

been used as an international model of best practice… The 

Canadian codes of practice… The Canadian codes of practice... 

Prohibits sexual exploitation and sexist language and seek to 

increase the visibility and involvement of women in 

broadcasting.  

Part of the progress that has been made in eliminating sexism from mass 

media content has been through changing sexist’s terms to neutral ones.  

Some of the changes that have taken place in this regard are as follows: 

 

Sexist Terms     Neutral Terms 

Manmade     Manufactured  

Manpower     Workers, Workforce   

Cameraman    Camera Operator  

Businessman     Business Executive  

Fireman     Fire Fighter  

Salesman     Sales Representation 

Chairman     Chair, Chairperson, Head  

Layman     Lay Person 

 

 In Nigeria, the use of sexist language still dominates mass 

communication. A typical example can be taken from the media coverage 

of a news event that took place in Nigeria in May 2003. At the end of the 

gubernatorial elections in the country, the Anambra State governor-elect 

Dr. Chris Ngige set up a transition committee made up of men and 

women.  In reporting this event, THISDAY (one of the frontline national 

newspaper in the country) headlined its story on Friday 9th May: “Ngige 

Sets Up 25-man Transition Committee”.  In a follow-up news story after 

the inauguration of the same committee, another prominent national 

newspaper, Vanguard, on Tuesday 13th May came out with the headline: 

“Ngige inaugurates 26-man transition committee”.  The sexism and gender 

bias in these two headlines are glaring and ethically wrong. Ethically 

correct/neutral gender-sensitive headlines for the above stories would be: 

 “Ngige Sets Up 25 members Transition Committee” 

 “Ngige inaugurates 26-member transition committee” 
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LECTURE TWELVE 

 

 

 

Attributes of a Good Journalist 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

Anybody can claim to be a journalist but is every journalist a good 

journalist? Does every journalist possess the quality of a journalist? It is in 

the light of this that we are going to consider the attributes of a good 

journalist. This lecture will present a picture of a good journalist in order 

for us to know him when we see him. Journalists play important roles in 

the society. Their activities touch lives either positively or negatively. 

They are called the watch dogs of the society. This lecture will tell us who 

a good journalist is.       

 

Objectives  

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain who a good journalist is ; 

2. mention the attributer of a good journalist; and  

3. explain whether you can be a good journalist or not. 

 

Pre -Test  

1 List five attributes of a good journalist  

2 Why is it not possible for all journalists to be good? 

3 Can journalists shun brown envelop? 

 

CONTENT  

Journalism is a noble profession. It is such an important profession that it 

is recognized by the constitution. In the fact it is regarded as the fourth 
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estate of the realm. In other words, after the executive, legislative, 

judiciary, media is the next important in hierarchy in the society. If indeed 

it is such an important profession, then the practitioners must be studied 

and assessed. Like in every other profession, there are bad eggs in 

journalism but the emphasis here is on attributes of a good journalist. Here 

are some of the attributes: 

1. A good journalist is truth personified. The society is replete with 

deception, lies, falsehood and other vices, a good journalist 

believes in truth. His report is based on nothing but the truth. He 

does not exaggerate issue neither does he package fiction for fact. 

A good journalist makes truth his watchword and lives by the truth. 

2. A good journalist shuns “brown envelope.” Brown envelope is 

euphemism for bribe and gratification in journalism. Some people 

give journalists money to influence the publication of their stories, 

but a good journalist shuns this brown envelop and does his work 

according to the dictate of his conscience. Many journalists have 

formed the habit of collecting brown envelopes at every 

assignment they attend. They are poor remuneration as the reason 

for indulging in the unethical behaviour. But a good journalist 

respects his integrity and does his job accordingly. 

4. Another hallmark of a journalist is objectivity. Objectivity is 

reporting issues as they are without slanting them in favour of any 

of the parties involved and reporting the whole story as it is. 

Although objectivity is a contentions issue, a good journalist tries 

as much as possible to attain it in his practice. 

5. A good journalist is broad minded. He accommodates different 

ideas, weighs different ideas, treats different ideas on its merit and 

passes an unbiased judgement.  

6. He is an avid reader. He reads every available interesting pieces of 

information to the extent that he knows something about 

everything and everything about something. 

7. As his attribute, a good journalist has an analytical mind. He 

critically examines every information given to him to such a 

degree that when he is in doubt he leaves out the information. 

8. A good journalist has a warm personality. He is friendly, peaceful, 

patient, hard working, stoic, mature, focused and disciplined. 
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9. Indeed, a good journalist is intelligent; he is able to read between 

the lines, he is also a good communicator with a good command of 

English language. 

10. A good journalist is versatile and creative. He can take a risk; he 

can travel to any where in the quest for valid information. 

11. A good journalist subscribes to the code of conduct guiding his 

profession, he is ethically upright and people around can vouch for 

his credibility. 

12. A good journalist dresses well, he believes “the way you dress is 

the way you are going to be addressed therefore he is neat not 

necessarily expensive but commands respect with his attractive 

appearance. 

13. A good journalist believes he can contribute towards improving the 

society by giving the public timely information, credible 

information, reliable information as he is not paid to run down any 

person with his pen. 

It seems inexhaustible to trace the attributes of a good journalist. The most 

important thing is that at the end of the day, a good journalist feels 

fulfilled as a watchdog of the society who has justified his calling. 

 

Summary  

In this lecture, we have been able to say a little out of many attributes of a 

good journalist. It might not be possible for all journalists to be good 

because we are all human beings but a good journalist strives towards 

perfection. And every profession has its own bad eggs; however, this 

lecture has challenged us to be among the best journalists in the world. 

 

 

Post-Test  

 Apply the Pre-Test                      
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LECTURE THIRTEEN 

 

 

 

The Law and the Press 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Every society has its own law, it might be written or unwritten and every 

profession is practiced within the ambit of the law. Journalism has certain 

legal restraints that every practitioner must be aware of as ignorance is not 

an excuse under the law. As good and noble the profession is, it cannot be 

used to damage other people’s reputation unjustifiably.  

 Consequently, there are laws regulating the practice of the profession. 

If anyone willingly or unwillingly flouts the law, he is liable and will be 

made to face the wrath of the law. In this lecture, we want to examine 

some laws that have to do with the press. 

 

Objectives  

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. discuss some laws that have to do with the press; 

2. explain some defences available to any journalist taken to court; 

and 

3. discuss the limit any journalist can go while performing his duty. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What do you understand by a libel?  

2. What is sedition? 

3. How can you defend yourself if charged with libel? 
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CONTENT  

One of the offences easily charged against journalists is what is known as 

libel. What is libel? 

 

The Law of Libel 

To start with, it should be pointed out that there are two types of libel 

criminal libel and civil libel. Criminal libel refers to sedition blasphemy 

and obscenity while civil libel refers to civil defamation and slander. 

 Libel is any written or printed words which tend to lower a person in 

the estimation of right-thinking men or cause him to be shunned or 

avoided or which expose him to hatred, contempt or ridicule. As precisely 

explained in Section 373 of the Nigerian Criminal Code, “Defamatory 

matter is matter likely to injure the reputation of any person by exposing 

him to hatred, contempt or ridicule or likely to damage any person in his 

proession or trade by an injury to his reputation”2 

 In a nutshell, a libel is a false statement about a man to his discredit in 

a permanent form. 

 Both libel and slander are defamatory in nature. While libel involves 

the publication of defamatory matter in a permanent form, slander 

involves the publication of defamatory matter in a transitory form. Libel is 

written defamation whereas slander is oral defamation. 

 In defamation per se no special damage has to be proved. Libel is 

actionable per se. whereas in defamation per quod, special damage has to 

be proved, such as the loss of some material gain. In common law, libel is 

always actionable per se; slander is always actionable per quod. 

 Another legal word closely associated with libel is innuendo. 

Innuendo is a statement by the plaintiff giving the meaning which he 

attributes to the words and proving the existence of facts and 

circumstances with would convey such a meaning to the person to whom 

the words were published. 

 As explained by Professor Elias, “where the words are defamatory in 

their natural and ordinary meaning, the plaintiff need not give any 

interpretation of the words. But where the plaintiff maintains that the 

words have a defamatory sense, other than their ordinary meaning, he 

must plead-innuendo. This is a statement by the plaintiff giving the 

meaning which he attributes to the words and proving the existence of 
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facts and circumstances which would convey such a meaning to the person 

to whom the words were published.”3 

 For example, if I wrote in a newspaper that a woman in my class was 

a prostitute, this is libel per se – a libel on the face of it. The woman does 

not have to have to prove special damages.  

 If, on the other hand, I wrote an article or a story in a newspaper about 

Demola Ojo who is a night-watch man at the University of Ibadan, stating 

that he enjoyed himself very well in Lagos last Monday night, Demola 

could take an action of libel and prove innuendo by saying people who 

read the article or story could be led to believe that he was careless with 

his job because, according to the article, while he ought to be at his place 

of work, he was enjoying himself in Lagos. 

 Libel has three elements and they are: 

a. the statement must be defamatory; 

b. it must refer to the plaintiff and 

c. it must be published maliciously. 

 A journalist could be charged with either libel or slander but for the 

slander to be actionable per se the following conditions must be fulfilled:4 

i. where the words impute a crime for which the plaintiff can be 

made to suffer physically by way of punishment; 

ii. where the words impute to the plaintiff a contagious or infectious 

disease; 

iii. where the words are calculated to disparage the plaintiff in any 

office, profession, calling, trade or business held or carried on by 

him at the time of publication and 

iv. where the words impute adultery or unchastity to a woman or girl. 

 

Three major defences are available for use by journalists in libel actions. 

They are: 

1. Truth – if a journalist who is a defendant pleads and proves that the 

defamatory statement he is alleged to have made is true, he cannot 

be found guilty of the alleged defamatory statement. A provable 

truth is a defence against a charge of libel while an unsuccessful 

plea of truth may be considered to be an aggravation of the libel. 
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As pointed out by Professor Elias, “The plaintiff in an action for 

defamation does not need to prove that the publication of the statement he 

complains of is false. He has merely to prove the publication of the 

statement, and the law presumes its falsity. If the defendant can prove that 

the statement is true, he has a complete defence to the action even if he 

made the statement maliciously.”5  

2. Privilege – Privilege may be absolute or qualified privilege. 

Absolute privilege relates to a statement that is not actionable, no 

matter how false and defamatory it may be, and even though it is 

published with ‘malice.’ 

Malice is any indirect motive other than a sense of duty. It means 

making use of the occasion for some indirect purpose. It is some dishonest 

or improper motive. Conditions of absolute privilege are:6 

a. any statement made in the course of and with reference to judicial 

proceedings by any judge, juryman, party, witness or advocate; 

b. fair, accurate and contemporaneous reports of public judicial 

proceedings published in a newspaper; 

c. any statements made in Parliament by a member of either House; 

d. parliamentary papers published by the direction of either House, 

and any re-publication thereof by any person in full; 

e. any statement made by one officer of State to another in the course 

of his official duty; 

f. Communication between husband and wife. 

On the other hand, statements to enjoy qualified privilege must be 

made honestly and without any indirect or improper motive. Occasions of 

qualified privilege are: 

a. statements made in the performance of a duty; 

b. statements made in the protection of an interest; 

c. reports of parliamentary, judicial and certain other public 

proceedings; 

d. Professional communications between solicitor and client. 

3. Fair Comment – A journalist charged with libel can make a plea of 

fair comment provided that the words complained of are fair 

comment made in good faith and without malice on a matter of 

public interest. The elements of fair comment are that the 
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statement is a fair comment, the comment is made in good faith 

and without malice and that the comment is made on a matter of 

public interest. 

 It is possible for a defendant in a libel case to apply the three 

defences. A defence plea which combines both truth and fair comment is 

known in law as a “rolled-up plea”. 

 Damages in a libel suit may be mitigated if the defendant publishes a 

full apology before the commencement of court action. 

 A journalist found guilty of libel may be fined or jailed. As explained 

under Section 375 of the Nigerian Criminal Code, “any person who 

publishes a defamatory matter is guilty of an offence, the punishment for 

which is imprisonment for one year. And any person who publishes 

defamatory matter knowing it to be false is liable to two years 

imprisonment.”7 

 

Seditious Publications 

Sedition, in legal term, is a libel which expresses a seditious intention. 

According to Section 50 of the Criminal Code of Nigeria, a seditious 

publication is a publication that has a seditious intention. 

 As explained by Professor Elias, “sedition is any publication that is 

aimed at causing incitement of hatred or contempt against the government 

as by law established, or any of its principal arms or an incitement of the 

subjects to procure an alteration of the government otherwise than by 

lawful means, or an intention to promote ill feelings between different 

classes of the population.”8 

 In Nigeria, a person would be presumed to have a seditious intention 

if his publication shows an intention: 9 

a. to bring into hatred or contempt or to excite disaffection against 

the person of the President or the Governor of a Region or the 

Government of the Federation, as by law established or against the 

administration of justice in Nigeria; 

b. to excite citizens or other inhabitants of Nigeria to attempt to 

procure the alteration, otherwise than by lawful means of any other 

matter in Nigeria as by law established; 

c. to raise discontent or disaffection amongst the citizens or other 

inhabitants of Nigeria. 
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For a person to be convicted of an offence of seditious publication, 

it must be proved beyond reasonable doubts that the person concerned has 

committed any, combination or all of the following.10 

a. uttering, printing, selling or offering for sale, distributing or 

reproducing any seditious publication; 

b. importing any seditious publication; 

  importing any seditious publication 

c. attempting to do any act or make any preparation to do or conspire 

with any person to do any act, with a seditious intention; 

d. having in his possession, a seditious publication, without any 

lawful justification. 

However, a person facing a charge of seditious publication may not be 

convicted if it can be proved that the purpose of the seditious publication 

complained of is just to.11 

a. show that the President or the Governor of a Region has been 

misled or mistaken in any of his measures in the Federation or a 

Region as the case may be; 

b. point errors or defects in the Government or Constitution of 

Nigeria or of any Region thereof, as by law established or in 

legislation or in the administration of justice with a view of 

remedying of such errors or defects; 

c. Persuade the citizens or other inhabitants of Nigeria to attempt to 

procure by lawful means the alteration of any matter in Nigeria as 

by law established: 

d. Point out with a view to their removal, any matters which are 

producing or have a tendency to produce feelings of ill-will and 

enmity between different classes of the population of Nigeria. 

 There is little or no defence to a charge of sedition unless the 

defendant can rest his case successfully on the four points listed above. 

 Any person found guilty of the offence of sedition may face a jail 

term of up to fourteen years. This is to say that an offence of sedition or 

seditious publication is the most serious criminal act in newspaper work. It 

is the last offence that a journalist will be willing to commit. 
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Obscenity  

What is actually obscene in modern-day Nigeria is very hard to say. What 

used to be a taboo subject or obscene publication about ten years ago is no 

longer frowned at by our law enforcement agents. A case in point is the 

punch’s page 3 girl. Many years back, no paper would have dared publish 

such a picture without being taken to court on a charge of obscene 

publication. 

 That notwithstanding, we still have some constitutional provisions 

governing the publication of obscene objects in our newspapers or 

magazines or even in books. 

 The Lagos State Obscene Publication Act of 1961, which is similar to 

what operates in most parts of the Federation defines an obscene 

publication as an article whose effect tends to deprave and corrupt the 

minds of persons who are likely to read, see or hear the matter contained 

embodied in it. 

 This definition, by and large, corroborates Lord Bockburn’s definition 

of 1868 which explained the ingredients of obscenity as “whether those 

whose minds are open to such immoral influence and into whose hands a 

publication of this sort may fall.”12 

 Some other legal luminaries see obscenity as “a publication of a 

dominant character of which is the undue exploitation of sex or sex and 

crime, or sex and horror, or sex and cruelty and sex and violence.”13 

 It is important to note in all these definitions that anything regarded as 

obscenity must have the tendency to corrupt and deprave other people’s 

minds. 

 This point is expressed in another form by Professor Elias when he 

listed the ingredients of the offence of obscene publication as: 14 

a. There must be an article; 

b. It must be obscene and 

c. It must be published. 

What defences are then open to a charge of obscene publications? 

As contained in the Obscene Publication Act, a journalist charged with the 

offence of obscene publication can successfully defend himself if only he 

can prove beyond reasonable doubt that:15 

a. the exhibition concerned takes place in a private house to 

which the public are not admitted; 
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b. The exhibition is made in the course of television or sound 

broadcasting. 

c. The person charged had not examined the article in question 

and he had no reason to suspect that his publication would be 

obscene; 

d. The publication can be justified as being for the public good on 

the ground that it is in the interests of science, literature, art or 

learning or of other objects of general concern; 

e. The offence was committed more than two years from the date 

of commencement of the prosecution. 

  

Any person found guilty of publishing an obscene article is liable to a fine 

or a term of imprisonment not exceeding three years or both. 

 

Contempt of Court 

According to Hon. J.C. McRuer, contempt of court may be criminal or 

civil. Contempts which tend to bring the administration of justice into 

scorn or which tend to interfere with the due course of justice are criminal 

in their nature while contempts which arose as a disregard of orders from 

a judge of a civil court are not criminal in their nature. 

 In a similar vein, P. G. Osborn defines contempt of courts as “failure 

to comply with an order of a superior court or an act of resistance or 

insult to the court or the judges” or “conduct likely to prejudice the fair 

trial of an accused person punishable by fine or committal to prison.”16 

 Judging from McRuer’s definition, one will realize that most of the 

offences committed by journalists relating to contempt of court are not 

criminal in their nature. Apart from a few cases of journalists passing 

comments on legal suits still pending in the courts, most court cases in 

which journalists are involved concerning contempt of court usually 

originate from their refusal to disclose the source(s) of their information 

when asked to do so by judges. The refusal of a journalist to divulge the 

source of his information is therefore not criminal in its nature. 

 Contempt may occur as a result of the journalist committing the 

offence in the court or outside the court. Most offences of contempt are 

committed by journalists outside the court by way of passing comments in 

their publications on cases pending or already going on in law courts. 
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Such contempt is known as constructive contempt and there are three 

kinds as defined by Chancellor Hardwicke in 1742. They are: 

a. scandalizing the court itself; 

b. abusing parties who are concerned in caused here; 

c. Prejudicing marking against persons before the cause is heard. 

 But according to Professor Wilfred Kesterton of the School of 

Journalism, Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada, who is the author of 

many books on Canadian press laws, constructive contempts are of only 

two kinds these days: prejudicing a case by the denial of a fair trial and 

scandalizing the court. 

 In Nigeria, cases pertaining to contempt of court are governed by 

Section 33 of the Nigerian Criminal Code which stipulates that a contempt 

of court is committed by any person who;17 

a. within the premises in which any judicial proceeding is being 

had or taken, or within the precincts of the same, shows 

disrespect, in speech or manner, to or with reference to such 

proceeding, or any person before whom such proceeding is 

being had or taken; 

b. having been called upon to give evidence in a judicial 

proceeding, fails to attend or having attended, refuses to be 

sworn or to make an affirmation, or having been sworn and 

affirmed, refuses without lawful excuse to answer a question, 

or to produce a document or prevaricates, or remains in the 

room in which such proceeding is being had or taken, after the 

witness has been ordered to leave such room; 

c. causes an obstruction or disturbance in the course of a judicial 

proceeding; 

d. while a judicial proceeding is pending, makes use of any 

speech or writing, misrepresenting such proceeding, or capable 

of prejudicing any person in favour of or against any party to 

such proceeding, or calculated to lower the authority of any 

person before whom such proceeding is being had or taken; 

e. publishes a report of the evidence taken in any judicial 

proceeding which has been directed to be held in private; 
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i. attempts wrongfully to interfere with or influence a witness 

in a judicial proceeding either before or after he had given 

evidence, in connection with such evidence; 

ii. dismisses a servant because he has given evidence on 

behalf of a certain party to a judicial proceeding; 

iii. retakes possession of land from any person who has 

recently obtained possession by a writ of court or  

iv. commits any other act of international disrespect to any 

judicial proceeding, or to any person before whom such 

proceeding is being had or taken. 

 Any person found guilty of an offence of contempt of court is liable to 

imprisonment for three months. 

 More will be said about contempt of court under the Shield law in the 

next chapter. 

 

Copyright  

Copyright is the right secured by law to authors of books, musical and 

artistic works to prevent any reproduction of their works without their 

consent. It is the exclusive right of an author of any literary work to 

multiply copies of such work without allowing others to do so. It involves 

the exclusive right to publish. 

 As fixed by the Bern Convention and Geneva Convention on 

copyright, the duration of copyright is the lifetime of the author and a 

period of fifty years after his death. But under the Universal Copyright 

Convention, the term of copyright protection for works is expected to last 

throughout the lifetime of the author plus twenty-five years after his death. 

It appears most countries prefer the Bern Convention duration to that of 

the Universal Copyright Convention. 
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Summary  

This lecture has defined some laws that have to do with the press. We 

have been told that there are different types of libel: criminal libel and 

civil libel. Libel is any written or printed words which tend to lower a 

person in the estimation of right-thinking men or cause him to be 

shunned or avoided or which expose him to hatred contempt or ridicule. 

 Any journalist charged with libel can plead his case by laying claim 

to: (1) truth, (2) privilege (3) fair comment. Above all, the LECTURE in 

this lecture is that journalists must exercise restraint in the course of 

journalism practice. 

 

Post-Test 

1. What do you understand by a libel?  

2. What is sedition? 

3. How can you defend yourself if charged with libel? 
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LECTURE FOURTEEN 

 

 

 

Code of the Ethics for Nigerian Journalists 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

Code of ethics outlines the behavioural pattern a person observing it must 

follow.  It is not enough to claim to be a journalist; one must know certain 

code of ethics guiding the practice. This lecture will outline the code of 

ethics and state the conditions under which one could become a journalist.  

 

Objectives  

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. discuss the code of ethics for journalists; and 

2. discuss the prevailing condition before one can practice journalist.  

 

Pre-Test  

1. What is code of ethics?  

2. What does NPC law says about registration of journalist? 

3. Should a journalist accept bribe?  

 

CONTENT  

An Ethical code is without doubt a sine qua non in any profession. 

Journalism today faces an increasing need for critical reporting, accuracy, 

fairness and objectivity.  The Codes of Ethics is therefore, the companion 

of the practicing journalist as well as the informed public in providing 

ethical guidelines by which practitioners can judge and be judged.  

 The Code is new and comes after a painstaking and collective effort 

of Nigerian journalists represented by the Nigerian Press Organisation 
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(NPO) and the Nigerian Press Council (NPC) whose adjudications are 

predicated entirely on the interpretation and provisions of the Code. The 

old Code of Ethics put together and adopted by the NPO since 1979 was 

clearly deficient in many vital areas. It lacked boldness, forthrightness and 

clarity and looked more of a gratuitous contrivance which could 

compound and obfuscate judgement of any perceived wrong doing in 

journalism practice.  

 The new Code is a consensus document. It is bold, detailed and 

evinces clarity for practitioners and the public alike. It is a credit to 

Nigerian Journalists that they could set so clear and unambiguous 

yardstick for their own practice and judgment. These review progress 

began in March 1996, when the Press Council held a National Workshop 

in Ota, Ogun State in collaboration with the Nigeria Union of Journalists 

(NUJ) and the Nigerian Guild of Editors (NGE) which successfully 

reviewed the old Code of Conduct to make it more responsive to 

violations in Journalism practice. The amended Code was adopted by the 

central working committee of the NUJ in an in-house conference held in 

Abuja, shortly after the Ota work-shop.  To give it yet the widest possible 

acceptance, the NPC finally organized the Ilorin Forum, from March 18-

20, 1998 where the NPO made up of NUJ, NGE and Newspaper 

Proprietors Association of Nigeria formally ratified and gave impetus for 

the implementation of the new Code. 

 The publication also contains the Ilorin Declaration and illustration of 

relevant sections of the enabling law of the Nigerian Press Council on 

quantification for registration to the Nigerian Journalists. We believe the 

new Code should be the practitioners companion and delight.  

 Journalism entails a high degree of public trust. To earn and maintain 

this trust, it is morally imperative for every journalist and every news 

medium to observe the highest professional and ethical standards. In the 

exercise of these duties, a journalist should always have a healthy regard 

for the public interest. 

 Truth is the cornerstone of journalism and every journalist should 

strive diligently to ascertain the truth of every event.    

 Conscious of the responsibilities and duties of journalists as purveyors 

of information, we, Nigerian journalists, give to ourselves this Code of 

Ethics. It is the duty of every journalist to observe its provisions.  
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1. Editorial Independence      

Decisions concerning the content of news should be the responsibility of a 

professional journalist.  

 

2. Accuracy and Fairness  

a. The public has a right to know. Factual, accurate, balanced and 

fair reporting is the ultimate objective of good journalist and the 

basis of earning public trust and confidence.  

b. A journalist should refrain from publishing inaccurate and 

misleading information. Where such information has been 

inadvertently published, prompt correction should be made. A 

journalist must hold the right of reply as a cardinal rule of 

practice.  

c. In the course of his duties a journalist should strive to separate 

facts from conjecture and comment.  

 

3. Privacy  

As a general rule, a journalist should respect the privacy of individuals and 

their families unless it affects public interest.   

A.  Information on the private life of an individual or his family should 

only be published if it impinges on public interest.  

B. Publishing of such information about an individual as mentioned 

above should be deemed justifiable only if it is directed at:  

i. Exposing crime or serious misdemeanor; 

ii. Exposing anti-social conduct; 

iii. Protecting public health, morally and safety;  

iv. In the course of his duties a journalist should strive to separate 

facts from conjecture and comment.  

 

4. Privilege/Non-Disclosure 

a. A journalist should observe the universally accepted principle 

of confidentiality and should not disclose the source of 

information obtained in confidence.  
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b. A journalist should not breach an agreement with a source of 

information obtained as “off-the-record” or as “back ground 

information”. 

 

5. Decency  

a. A journalist should dress and comport himself in a manner that 

conforms to public taste.  

b. A journalist should refrain from using offensive, abusive or 

vulgar language.  

c. A journalist should not present lurid details, either in words or 

picture, of violence, sexual acts, abhorrent or horrid scenes.  

d. In cases involving personal grief or shock, enquires should be 

carried out and approaches made with sympathy and discretion.  

e. Unless it is in the furtherance of the public’s right to know, a 

journalist should generally avoid identifying relatives or friends 

of persons convicted or accused of crime. 

 

6. Discrimination 

A journalist should refrain from making pejorative reference to a person’s 

ethnic group, religion, sex, or to any physical or mental illness or 

handicap.  

 

7. Reward and Gratification  

a. A journalist should neither solicit nor accept bribe, gratification 

or patronage to suppress or publish information.  

b. To demand payment for the publication of news is inimical to the 

notion of news as a fair, accurate, unbiased and factual report of 

an event.  

 

8. Violence  

A journalist should not present or report acts of violence, armed robberies, 

terrorist activities or vulgar display of wealth in a manner that glories such 

acts in the eyes of the public.  
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9. Children and Minors  

A journalist should not identify, either by name or picture, or interview 

children under the age of 16 who are involved in cases concerning sexual 

offences, crimes and rituals or witchcraft either as victims, witnesses or 

defendants.    

 

10. Access to Information 

A journalist should strive to employ open and honest means in the 

gathering of information.  

 Exceptional methods may be employed only when the public interest 

is as stake. 

 

11. Public Interest  

A journalist should strive to enhance national unity and public good.    

 

12. Social Responsibility  

A journalist should promote universal principles of human rights, 

democracy, justice, equity, peace and international understanding.   

 

13. Plagiarism  

A journalist should not copy, wholesale or in part, other people’s work 

without attribution and/or consent.  

 

14. Copyright  

a. Where a journalist reproduces a work, be it in print, broadcast, 

art work or design, proper acknowledgement should be accorded 

the author.  

b. A journalist should abide by all rules of copyright, established by 

national and international laws and conventions.  

 

15. Press Freedom and Responsibility  

A journalist should strive at all times to enhance press freedom and 

responsibility.  
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What The Nigerian Press Council Law says about Registration of 

Journalist  

 - (1) Subject to rules made under this Decree, a person shall be deemed to 

be fully registered under this Decree if:  

a. He has attended a course of training recognised by the Nigeria 

Union of Journalists so acquired with the cognate experience 

recognised by the Nigeria Union of Journalists; or  

b. The course was conducted at an institution so approved, or partly 

at one such institution and partly at another or others; or  

c. He holds a qualification as approved; or  

d. He holds a certificate of experience issued in pursuance of section 

22 of this Decree.  

 

-(2)  Subject as aforesaid, a person shall be entitled to be registered as a 

journalist if he satisfied the Council that immediately before the 

commencement of this Decree he had not less than five years 

experience as a journalist.  

 

-(3)An applicant for registration shall, in addition to evidence of 

qualifications, satisfy the Council that:   

a. He is of good character; 

b. He had attained the age of 18 years; 

c. He has not been convicted in Nigeria or else-where of an offence 

involving fraud or dishonesty; 

d. He has been trained at an approved mass media institution;  

e. He has a general professional orientation which covers the basic 

requirement of information art leading to a qualification not less 

than a diploma; and 

f. He has good knowledge of the politics and socio-economic affairs 

of this society acquired from an approved intuition.     

 

Certificate of Experience  

- (1) A person who, after opining an approved qualification, satisfied the 

conditions specified in subsection (2) of this section shall be entitled to 
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receive free of charge a certificate of experience in the prescribed format 

from the person in charge of the institution.  

- (2) the conditions referred to in subsection (1) of this section are that:     

a. he shall have served his time for employment, the prescribed 

period in Nigeria with a view to obtaining a certificate of 

experience; or  

b. he shall have acquired, during his employment practical experience 

under the personal supervision and guidance of one or more  

registered journalists for such periods as may be prescribed;  

c. the manner in which he carried out the duties of his employment 

and his conduct during the period of his employment shall have 

been satisfactory.  

 

- (3)  It shall be the duty of the employer, being a registered journalist 

supervising the training of the person employed with a view to 

obtaining a certificate of experience, to ensure that the person is 

afforded proper opportunities of acquiring the practical experience 

required for the purpose of paragraph (b) of the subsection (2) of this 

section.  

 

-(4) Where after having served his time as referred to in paragraph (a) of 

subsection (2) of this section, a person is refused a certificate of 

experience, he shall be entitled. 

a. to receive from his employer particulars in writing of the grounds 

of the refusal; and  

b. to appeal from the refusal to a committee of the Council in 

accordance with rules made by the Council on that behalf 

(including rules as to the time within which appeals are to be 

brought) and on any such appeal the committee of the Council 

shall have power to either dismiss the appeal or itself issue the 

certificate of experience in question or give such their direction on 

the matter as it considers just.  

 

- (5) the Minister may make for the issuance of certificate of experience in 

respect of employment and institutions outside Nigeria. 
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Interpretation 

As contained in the Nigerian Press Council Law. 

 

Journalist – Means any person (not being less than 18 years of age) 

engaged in the collection, processing, and dissemination of information 

for use in the Press and who has been accredited by the Nigeria Union of 

Journalist;  

Newspaper – means any paper containing public news, intelligence or 

occurrences or any remarks, observations or comments printed therein for 

sale and published periodically, or in parts or numbers.  

 

News Agencies – means any agency, engaged in the collection and 

dissemination of news, pictures and features;  

Press – includes radio, television, wire services, newspapers, magazines 

and such others channels of communication involved in the collection and 

dissemination of information.  

 

Radio and Television - includes electronic means of mass communication 

which share in the formation of public opinion.  
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LECTURE FIFTEEEN 

 

 

 

Column Writing 
 

 

 

 

Introduction  

This last lecture introduces us to yet another interesting type of writing for 

mass audience column writing. Some of us may be become columnists in 

future. Therefore, we must be familiar with it now and get prepared for the 

task ahead. 

 

Objectives  

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain what column writing is;  

2. explain the difference between column writing and news; and 

3. explain the importance of a columnist. 

 

Pre -Test  

1. Who is a columnist? 

2. Mention five columnist you know  

3. What are the sources of ideas for column writing? 

 

CONTENT 

Column Writing  

We may begin our discussion on column writing by distinguishing 

between a column as a unit of page measurement and as a form of feature 

article. 
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 The longitudinal division of a newspaper page into six or seven (for 

tabloids) spaces is called a column. Editorially, the definition of a column 

is different. It means more than the particular space in a newspaper 

devoted to a specific topic, written regularly and over a long period of 

time. Thus, there are opinion columns, editorial column, sports columns, 

health columns, economy columns, motoring columns, business columns, 

and columns, run by newspaper staff. Some columns run for up to twenty 

years. The late Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, the late Chief Olabisi Onabanjo 

(Aiyekoto Column, Nigerian Tribune), the late Dele Giwa (Parallax 

snapes for Daily Times  and later the Sunday Concord), the late Dr. Tai 

Solarin (State of the  Nation) were good columnists in their life time. 

 Others like Sam Amuka Pemu, current Publisher of The Vanguard 

newspapers ran ‘Sad Sam’ column for The Punch before establishing his 

own newspaper; Peter Enahoro (Peter Pan Column, Daily Times); 

Gbolabo Ogunsanwo (Sunday Times); Pini Jason (Vanguard); Alhaji 

Alade Odunewu (Allah Dey Column, Sunday Times); Dr Edwin 

Madunagu (Guardian); Alhaji Kola Animasaun (Vanguard); Dr. Olatunji 

Dare (Guardian) and Ebenezer Babatope (Ebino Topsy Column, Nigerian 

Tribune) were/are influential columnists. Though some of them have 

retired from active journalism the sweet memory of their pungent column 

writing lingers. 

It is myopic to describe column writing as mere opinion article. This is 

because not everything written in a column is an opinion. The health 

column is not the mere opinion of the doctor or alternative medical 

practitioner writer who runs it. The health column is an authoritative 

writing; the conclusions of extensive researches, experiments and studies. 

The medical doctor’s personal opinion or prejudices hardly matters in a 

column like this. That is why many doctors who run health columns speak 

their own cant which mystifies the lay reader. A health column must be 

written by a medical practitioner. 

 The legal column is similarly oriented. The law and what the 

jaundiced opinion of a lawyer or judge says it is. This is why there are 

appellate courts. When judges interprete laws, as they should not, they are 

said to have ‘erred in law’ and the verdict is remedied at the appeal court. 

Therefore, a legal column in a newspaper cannot be written by a journalist, 

unless he/she is also a lawyer. 

 These are only examples. Other specialized subject columns are 

written by the relevant specialists. The only ‘general column’ that ‘any’ 
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journalist may run (personal commentaries) are perhaps politics and sports 

and international affairs and societal ills like armed robbery, the advanced 

fee fraud, epidemics, corruption, poverty, falling educational standards, 

inflation,  gangsterism  (secret cult) prostitution, women and children 

trafficking poor infrastructure and many others. On these any writer or 

even a member of the public may comment but usually only newspaper 

staff or guest columnist run such columns and qualified journalists are 

never lacking because “opinion is free”. 

 

The Columnist and His Skills  

The newspapers columnist is considered a priviledged individual, moreso 

when he can comment on different issues, unlike the reporter forbidden 

from doing so in a straight news story. The same applies to the news 

feature writer who through can inject his opinion does so in a limited 

sense. Some guest columnists are even allowed by newspaper publishers 

to express opinions contrary to that held by the editorial board, they can do 

this for as long as their views are free of libel and obscenity as Michael 

Awoyinfa, a columnist with the defunct Weekend Concord said in his 

regular column, one of which was devoted to column writing: 

A columnist is not too different from a preacher. A preacher 

usually waits for inspiration from God to deliver his message, 

but a columnist is inspired by the news of the day manufactured 

by the devil. Events around inspire him to write (see Weekend 

Concord, December 27, 1997).  

He adds: 

A columnist is like an Old Testament Prophet, looking at the 

world from the little window of his column, lamenting and crying 

out----- 

 While one agrees with Awoyinfa, it must be added that not all 

columns do this as some only teach people “how to do it yourself”, while 

some especially subject columns focus on academic matters. His position 

only aligns with the objectives of general columns. But his citation of the 

opinion of an American journalism professor, George Arnlod, that “all 

people who write columns whether they realize it or not are teachers’ 

sticks. 

 Being a columnist himself, Awoyinfa further gives readers benefit of 

his experience thus: 
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Column writing allows you to think. You reflect soberly on the 

problems of your country and offer solution. You become an 

opinion leader of sorts and people take your views seriously. 

Take the case of the Egyptian columnist and editor, Mohammed 

Heikal whose column was stronger than the editorial of el-

Ahram, the most influential newspaper in Egypt.          

 

On what style to adopt in column writing he says: 

If column writing is about style, what then is style? Style itself 

isn’t something you can define that easily, it is something as 

complex, personal and unique as the signature you use in 

cashing money in the bank. 

 

Quoting Methew Arnold an English literary figure on style he writes: 

“people think I can teach them style--- have something to 

say and say it as eerily as you can. That is the only secret 

of style”. 

 

 Though style cannot be taught a would-be columnist, one may add, 

that an aspiring column writer should, first master the skills of feature 

writing and that of opinion articles before attempting column writing. He 

should thereafter read the writings of great columnists and possibly copy 

their styles, until his own emerges naturally. Most good writers started like 

that. 

One self denial that goes with column writing Awoyinfa points out: 

Column writing is the loneliest game in town. You are out there 

on your own, your door locked to avoid being disturbed. You are 

behind your old, faithful portable typewriter and pounding 

rhythmically, talking to yourself as you write. A disturbed 

Hamlet soliloquizing on the typewriter pouring your anger on 

paper and sometimes laughing at your own jokes---- you can do 

whatever you want to do with a column. You can even turn 

yourself into a clown, writing to make people laugh. But that is 

the toughest part. Humor is the hardest form of writing--- if a 

piece of writing bears your name; your picture, your thoughts, 

your mood and your style you should put your heart and soul in 

every piece to write a masterpiece. 
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On the qualities of a columnist he says: 

 A columnist must simplify, must be literary, must be capable of 

transporting his reader across the territories of his wandering 

mind and down the deep well of his reflections--- A columnist 

should be eloquent. He should be witty and give compelling 

insights into social and political issues. A columnist should be 

able to spring surprises-----    

 

On the challenge of column writing he writes: 

The challenge of column writing is to write what would 

interest people. In a world with a shrinking percentage of 

people interested in reading, the challenge of writing that 

can be sustained from the beginning to the end. 

 Few additions can be made here about the qualities of a columnist. He 

must be an avid reader of informative literature and must be curious. This 

will enrich his analytical mind and help him to maintain enlightened 

opinion on public affairs. He also needs uncommon wisdom borne from 

broad experience and age. 

 A good columnist apart from entertaining readers must allow his 

personally to shine through his column. His writing an be more stylish 

than a feature article allows. Besides, his tone may be conversational, 

Witty, ironic, moralizing and authoritative depending on the subject 

matter. He must be able to attract readers. He must create the impression 

that he has entered into a relationship with the readers. Such relationship 

enables a good columnist to carry readership from one newspaper to 

another (see Stephenson: 1998). 

 In some newspapers certain columns are meant for those with grey 

hairs or individuals who have made their mark in history. 

 

Sources of Ideas for Column Writing 

The writer of a column is called a columnist. Some write their columns 

weekly, twice weekly or even thrice. It would be stressful to ask anyone to 

write a daily column, except it be for only a few inches, as S. O. Wey did 

once in one of Nigeria’s Newspaper The Vanguard. 
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The primary sources of ideas for the columnist are: 

a. Topical issues 

b. Specialized issues 

c. The columnist’s originality  

 

a. Topical Issues 

Topical issues are matters of the moment. A columnist who specializes in 

running commentaries would be relevant anytime. He/she hardly ever 

experiences the writer’s block. This means having no topic to write on or, 

having a topic but no idea what to say on it. In the contemporary world 

human activities are legion, foibles a myriad, crime a plague, and wars ad 

lesser violence are emblems. There is poverty. There is corruption. There 

is untimely death. There is infant and maternal mortality and there is 

prostitution, women and children trafficking, child labour, female genital 

mutilation and gender discrimination. Others are political elections, 

resolutions and ‘big deaths’ amongst hundred of others. So the informed 

general commentator or columnist would hardly be left high and dry for a 

topic to comment upon. 

 

b. Specialized Issues 

They are specialized because formal training is required to be able to write 

sensibly and authoritatively on the issues. Topics here include health, 

medicine, economy, history, communication, information technology, 

engineering, surveying town planning, the environment, maritime issues, 

interior decoration, fashion, milling, petroleum engineering, oil 

exploration, agricultural extension, financial matters like banking, 

insurance, equipment leasing, international, finance, labour, etc. More 

examples of specialized issues are discussed below: 

 Religion  

Nigerian newspapers these days are replete with columns run by 

church owners and Islamic preachers. Those on Islam are published 

on Fridays, while those propagating Christianity are reserved for 

Sundays. They are also ‘specialized’ to some extent because, they are 

invariably written by ‘anointed men of God’ and that anointing is the 

only training needed. According to the commission given them by 

God, the ‘holy men’ dwell on issues such as salvation, immortality of 
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the soul, life after death, deliverance from demons, sin and holiness 

and then, the most magnetic of them all-prosperity. 

 Esoteric Issues 

These are also specialized issues in that only initiates can write on 

them. Topics here include mysticism, occultism, witchcraft, herbal 

healings, parapsychology, magic, prophecy, voodoo, necromancy. 

Many people would classify the Eckankar, the Amorc, the Grail 

Message and the Ogboni Fraternity and the defunct Owegbe cult 

groups in this category. 

 Arts Review/Literary Criticism 

Virtually every newspaper in Nigeria has devoted generous columns 

to reviewing the arts, and literary criticism. Only professionals can 

handle this because it calls for much learning. It is observable that 

many in-house reviewers and critics do not bother about hard news 

and, indeed, other issues. It is, therefore, a specialized field, shut off 

from the general commentator. 

 

c. The Columnist’s Originality 

The columnist gets ideas from inspiration and brainstorming. He meditates 

for ideas to descend either in quite solitude or within a noisy crowd. All of 

a sudden he stops talking and reaches for his pocket notebook to record 

ideas relevant to a chosen topic for his column. Depending on the type of 

column he writes, he thinks out ideas which often make readers to marvel 

at the depth of his imagination and clairvoyance. Deep thinking of this 

kind helps whenever topics for discussion do not yield from issues of the 

moment in which case the vacuum must be filled with good ideas from 

nowhere 

 

Types of Column 

Column may be distinguished by the following: 

1. Issues handled-topical or specialized 

2. Beat columns-written by beat reporters 

3. Frequency of publication-daily, weekly, twice weekly, etc 
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4. Duration longevity-some are ad hoc, others standing (spanning 

several years) 

5. Type of write-in-house columnist or guest columnist. 

 

When a column runs for a long time, a clan of loyalists emerge and the 

columnist himself becomes an opinion leader. 

 Examples of such columnists are Tai Solarin, late social critic and 

educationist whose column, in the Sunday Tribune began in the early 

1960s and terminated only when he died in the late 990s. Another is 

‘Ayekooto’ written by Victor Olabisi Onabanjo, who later became 

governor of Ogun State. He began writing it in the 1960s and stopped 

when he went into politics. ‘Ebino Topsy’, that is Ebenezer Babatope who 

later became Aviation Minister is believed to be the writer of the 

‘periscope’, a long-running column in the Sunday Tribune. Even now, 

many believe he writes the ‘Mega-Force’ column in the same tabloid. 

Both are heavily political. ‘John West’ written by Lateef Jakande, who 

also became Governor of Lagos State, is also worth mentioning. 

 Edwin Madunnagu, a Marxist, is an untiring columnist who has 

dignified the pages of the Guardian for many years. In the 1950s and until 

his chain of newspapers folded up, Nigeria’s first president and first and 

only indigenous Governor, General, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, ran the ‘Inside 

Stuff column in one of his newspapers. It was a fiery column which burnt 

the then colonial masters. Kola Animashaun is still running long-running 

column in The Vanguard newspaper. 

 Of recent, Olatunji Dare, Pini Jason, ad very many others have run 

columns in different newspaper for many years. 

 Apart from the classification done earlier the other types of column 

exist. The list is inexhaustible since there can be other types depending on 

the objectives of their creators. Other types of columns are: 

 

General column: It is meant for different issues on public affairs. These 

include political, economic, and social issues. The general columnist has 

no restriction on what he can write about so far it is of relevance to human 

affairs. An in-house staff or a guest writer can run the column on regular 

basis. Such columns can be found in most Nigerian newspapers and hard 

sell magazines. 
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Gossip column: This column exists in some newspapers and nearly all 

soft sell magazines. The column pries into the private life of individuals 

and official secrets of public and private institutions. Its main targets are 

the celebrities especially film stars, socialites and even influential public 

officers about whom juicy tit-bits are published. It is widely believed that 

some Public Relations experts deliberately release information about 

celebrities who are their clients with the belief that positive media mention 

enhances their image. But despite the PR efforts these celebrities 

frequently have their dirty secrets exposed. 

 

Question and answer column: Some newspapers and magazines carry a 

kind of help columns in their Sunday edition where a medical expert 

answers readers’ questions on health-related issues. Specialists handle 

such columns. Other are: columns on guidance and counseling concerning 

professional careers and university admissions and those on social 

relationships. The defunct Sunday Concord once ran a medical column 

and another on guidance and counseling. 

 

Religious columns: They are handled by individuals with deep religiosity. 

The column better called tabloid pulpit or preacher extends only to 

Christian and Islamic religions. It teaches morals and scriptural restraints. 

They are mostly found in Sunday and Friday editions. 

 

Specialized columns: It is handled by specialists who know their onions. 

They can be in-house staff or guest writers. The initiative has given rise to 

a series of specialized columns on sports, business, education consumer 

affairs, information technology, labour, etc. 

 

Appraisal of Columns in Local and Foreign Publications 

This sub-head call for a comparison of columns written in Nigerian 

newspapers and those in other lands. We shall not choose those countries 

lagging behind Nigeria in newspaper excellence. It is better to compare 

ourselves to columnists in advanced countries many of whom are role 

models for ours, any way. This sort of comparison will benefit us more 

than, say, a comparison with Ghanaian, Beninois or Gambian columnists. 
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 The very fact that many Nigerians look up to, and even copy the 

advanced countries should tell anyone that columnists in the latter are 

better, far better writers than we are. It is not just on account of the 

English Language of which many are native users. But the profundity of 

thought which goes into writing column. Over there, any person is not 

honoured with a column, but only great minds-analytical minds, great 

thinkers and philosophical minds. This is because they write for highly 

literate persons. Their societies have achieved nearly one hundred per cent 

literacy level. So the standard is necessarily high. 

 But in developing countries where literacy level is low, even the 

average columnist who is able to sustain a column for a few months is 

hailed as a social genius; and when his writings dwell on social issues, is 

hailed as a social critics or social crusader, even though his column has no 

single memorable expression worth repeating after reading it. There are 

exceptions; however, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe was a great columnist. ‘Peter 

Pan’ (Peter Enahoro) is one of the greatest. So was Olabisi Onabanjo, so is 

Ben Lawrence, ‘Sad Sam’ (Sam Amuka – Pemu, Publisher; The 

Vanguard) and so is Olatunji Dare, apostle of the witty irony style. 

 The influx of graduates, especially non-journalism graduates, into the 

profession in Nigeria turned it inside out and downside-up or upside-

down. English, philosophy, sociology, theatre arts, economics and even 

architecture graduates became journalists and columnists. Many of them 

displayed amazing versatility even without any induction or orientation 

courses in journalism. No one can deny what Dr. Stanley Macebuh, Dr. 

Yemi Ogunbiyi, Professor Femi Osofisan, Dr. Onwuchekwa Jemia, Dr. 

Olatunji Dare and others made of The Guardian newspapers with the 

literary freshness they infused into journalistic writing. 

 In the Nigerian newspaper today, as a result of graduates’ on-slaught, 

there are more attractions than distractions in the columns. The literary 

level in the country is rising and journalists are raising their own standards 

for fear of rejoinder from more educated and more informed readers. After 

all, is the journalists not supposed to inform entertain and educate his 

reader? 

 Especially in the 1980s, through the 990s and continuing to this day, 

the ‘untrained’ journalists imbued their writings with so much literary 

quality that reading them was such delight. The late Dele Giwa, and Ray 

Ekpu, Yakubu Mohammed and Dan Agbese are great pillars in column 

writing in Nigeria today. Their Newswatch magazine has been a launch 
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pad for some of the best columnists in the country. These ‘new breed’ 

include Dare Babarinsa, Soji Omotunde and many others some of who 

have won awards – national and international. Even then, there is much to 

do to catch up with the advanced country counterparts.  

 

Journalists and the New Technology 

Journalism has undoubtedly leapt from its former state to a new one in 

which all that is manual has become computerized and automated. A 

journalist of today needs a lot more than a notebook, large tape recorder 

and battered typewriter to perform. The emergence of the computer and its 

application to information gathering and media production processes, 

though no longer new, has altered previous approaches. For example, 

modern journalists now go to assignments with lap top computers, walkie-

talkies, mobile telephones, micro cassette tape recorders and other 

electronic gadgets. Besides good writing skills, the new age journalists is 

computer literate. Internet friendly and possesses the skill to edit his 

stories online. The internet culture just mentioned is part of the available 

new media with multiple facilities for newsgathering processing and 

distribution. 

 The emerging relationship between the journalists and the new media 

of gathering and reporting information has brought about a new breed of 

communicator which Patten (1986), called the techno-journalist. 

 The techno-journalist is an information technician who uses new 

information tools and information management techniques. He gets 

plugged into myriad of information sources; some routine and other 

exotic. He has diverse understanding of the communication process, 

especially how information can be stored and retrieved from database. He 

knows that without basic technology, there is nothing like journalism, 

since the tools of a trade help to define it (see Patten: 1986). 
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