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Preface 
 
   'Journalism', the concrete form of this expression has grown in power 

over a period of time.  The fundamental objective of journalism is to serve 

the people with news, views, comments and information on matters of public 

interest in a fair, accurate, unbiased and decent manner and language.  The 

media today does not remain satisfied as the Fourth Estate, it has assumed the 

foremost importance in society and governance.  Such is the influence of 

media that it can make or unmake any individual, institution or any thought.  

So all pervasive and all-powerful is today its impact on the society. With so 

much power and strength, the media cannot loose sight of its privileges, 

duties and obligations.   

 However to enjoy these privileges, to this end, media is mandated to 

follow certain ethics in collecting and disseminating the information viz., 

ensuring authenticity of the news, use of restrained and socially acceptable 

language for ensuring objectivity and fairness in reporting and keeping in 

mind its cascading effect on the society and on the individuals and 

institutions concerned.   

  The freedom of the press has to be preserved and protected not only 

from outside interference but equally from those within: An internal 

mechanism for adherence to guidelines is sought to be ensured through 

mechanisms such as   ‘letters to   the   editor', internal   Ombudsman,   Media  

Council of peers and Media Watch Groups which focus the wrongs 

committed by the media persons, journalists or the management.   

The mandate of the Press Council of India, as well as similar bodies 

across the world is to specifically promote the standards of the media by 

building up for it a code of conduct.   
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 The sanction behind code of ethics is moral; the source of their 

motive-force is within the conscience of the media person concerned.  The 

pronouncement and directions of the Council activate that conscience, and 

the principles articulated by it, act as lights that lead and guide the journalist 

along the path of ethical rectitude.  Compiled in a compendium titled "Norms 

of Journalistic Conduct', they act as a reference guide in varying 

circumstances for the journalists. 

The Press Council of India has played a key role in maintaining public 

trust and confidence in the news media by promoting professional ethics, 

fairness, accuracy and balance. 

The 2010 edition of “Norms of Journalistic Conduct” updates the 

norms evolved since 1996 on the basis of adjudications and other 

pronouncements and covers to a large extent almost every aspect of 

compulsions and compunctions in journalistic practice. An effort has been 

made in this edition not only to divide the norms covering similar situation 

under one heading for easy referencing, but also to provide a comprehensive 

access to subject specific guidelines.  

I hope and trust that the readers will find this 2010 edition of Norms of 

Journalistic Conduct as useful and informative as the earlier ones. 

 
Justice G.N. Ray 

Chairman 
Press Council of India 
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NORMS OF JOURNALISTIC CONDUCT 
 

Principles and Ethics 

 

The fundamental objective of journalism is to serve the people with 

news, views, comments and information on matters of public interest in a 

fair, accurate, unbiased, sober and decent manner. To this end, the Press is 

expected to conduct itself in keeping with certain norms of professionalism, 

universally recognised. The norms enunciated below and other specific 

guidelines appended thereafter, when applied with due discernment and 

adaptation to the varying circumstance of each case, will help the journalist 

to self-regulate his or her conduct. 

1. Accuracy  and Fairness 

 

i) The Press shall eschew publication of inaccurate, baseless, graceless, 

misleading or distorted material. All sides of the core issue or subject should 

be reported. Unjustified rumours and surmises should not be set forth as 

facts. 

ii)  It is incumbent for newspapers to play a positive role in response to 

rumours affecting the credibility of financial institutions having public 

interface. 

iii)  While it is the duty of the press to expose the wrong doings that come to 

their notice, such reports need to be backed by irrefutable facts and 

evidences.  
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2. Pre-Publication Verification 

 

       i) On receipt of a report or article of public interest and benefit 

containing imputations or comments against a citizen, the editor should 

check with due care and attention its factual accuracy apart from other 

authentic sources- with the person or the organisation concerned to elicit 

his/her or its version, comments or reaction and publish the same alongside 

with due correction in the report where necessary.  In the event of lack or 

absence of response, a footnote to that effect may be appended to the report. 

      ii) Publication of news such as those pertaining to cancellation of examinations 

or withdrawal of candidates from election should be avoided without proper 

verification and cross checking.  

     iii) A document, which forms a basis of a news report, should be preserved at 

least for six months. 

3. Caution against defamatory writings 

i) Newspaper should not publish anything which is manifestly defamatory or 

libellous against any individual/organisation unless after due care and 

verification, there is sufficient reason/evidence to believe that it is true and its 

publication will be for public good. 

ii) Truth is no defence for publishing derogatory, scurrilous and defamatory 

material against a private citizen where no public interest is involved. 

iii) No personal remarks which may be considered or construed to be 

derogatory in nature against a dead person should be published except in rare 

cases of public interest, as the dead person cannot possibly contradict or deny 

those remarks. 

iv) The Press has a duty, discretion and right to serve the public interest by 

drawing reader's attention to citizens of doubtful antecedents and of 

questionable character but as responsible journalists they should observe due 
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restraint and caution in hazarding their own opinion or conclusion in 

branding these persons as 'cheats' or 'killers' etc. The cardinal principle being 

that the guilt of a person should be established by proof of facts alleged and 

not by proof of the bad character of the accused. In the zest to expose, the 

Press should not exceed the limits of ethical caution and fair comment. 

v) The Press shall not rely on objectionable past behaviour of a citizen to 

provide the background for adverse comments with reference to fresh action 

of that person. If public good requires such reference, the Press should make 

pre-publication inquiries from the authorities concerned about the follow up 

action, if any, in regard to earlier adverse actions. 

vi) Where the impugned publication is manifestly injurious to the reputation of 

the complainant, the onus shall be on the respondent to show that it was true or 

to establish that it constituted fair comment made in good faith and for public 

good. 

(vii) Newspapers cannot claim privilege or licence to malign a person or body 

claiming special protection or immunity on the plea of having published the 

item as a satire under special columns such as ‘gossip’, ‘parody’, etc. 

(viii) Publication of defamatory news by one paper does not give licence to 

others to publish news/information reproducing or repeating the same. The 

fact of publication of similar report by another publication does not bestow 

the status of accuracy on the charges. 

(ix) It is necessary that the press realize its responsibility to the society due to 

the unique position enjoyed by it in being able to interact directly with the 

citizenry and utilize its advantageous position for the betterment of the 

society and the advancement of the country rather than indulging in giving 

credence to rumours and sensationalism. It is  also necessary that the press, 

particularly the small local press, learn to appreciate the clear distinction 

between matters of ‘public interest’ and ‘those in public interest’. While 
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gossips and social dealings may be found to be of interest by the public but 

they serve no public purpose or interest and the press should scrupulously 

avoid wasting its precious space on such matters. 

(x) Insertion of out -of -context, uncalled for and irrelevant statements likely 

to malign a person or an organisation must be eschewed. 

(xi) Even while a newspaper has the liberty or even duty to report political 

developments, that reporting may not be with angularity. Freedom of Press 

does not give licence to a newspaper to malign a political leader or mar his 

future political prospects by publishing fake and defamatory writings. 

(xii) It must be remembered by the Press that the freedom of speech and 

expression enshrined in the democratic set up and enjoyed by the fourth estate 

also casts on it a responsibility. The newspapers are not expected to use it as a 

tool by itself creating evidence and later using the evidence to make false 

propaganda in its own journal.  

(xiii) The Press deserves accolades for bringing to light the inducements 

offered to influence their reporting and such exposure will not amount to 

defamation. 

(xiv) Locus Standi 

 In cases involving personal allegations /criticism, only the concerned 

person enjoying the locus standi can move the plaint or claim right to reply. 

However a representative organisation of persons attached to an 

organisation or a sect / group has the locus standi to move complaints against 

a publication directly criticising the conduct of a leader. 

 (xv) Public Interest and Public Bodies 

 As a custodian of public interest, the Press has a right to highlight 

cases of corruption and irregularities in public bodies but such material 

should be based on irrefutable evidence and published after due inquiries and 

verification from the concerned source and after obtaining the version of the 
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person/authority being commented upon.  Newspapers should refrain from 

barbed, stinging and pungent language and ironical/satirical style of 

comment. The attempt of the press should be to so shake up the institutions 

as to improve their working, not to destroy them or the public confidence in 

their working or demoralize the workforce. A corresponding duty of course 

devolves on them to ensure that in doing so they present a fair and balanced 

report, uninfluenced by any extraneous consideration. The Press as a 

custodian of public interest and a protector of its rights is also expected to 

bring correct information to its notice so that it is able to correctly judge 

those to whom it has entrusted the responsibility of running the country. 

(xvi)   The media and the authorities are two very important pillars of our 

democracy and for the government to function successfully in public interest 

a press as responsible as watchful is an essential pre-requisite. 

4. Parameters of the right of the Press to comment on the acts and 

conduct of public officials 

 

i) So far as the government, local authority and other organs/institutions 

exercising governmental power are concerned, they cannot bring charge of  

defamation for reports critical of their acts and conduct relevant to the 

discharge of their official duties unless the official establishes that the 

publication was made with reckless disregard for the truth. However, 

judiciary, which is protected by the power to punish for contempt of court, 

and the Parliament and Legislatures, protected as their privileges are by 

Articles 105 and 194 respectively of the Constitution of India, represent 

exception to this rule. 

ii) The central and local bodies are not entitled to bring a civil or criminal 

action for defamation in respect of article/report criticising their functioning.  

Ranjan Vohra

Ranjan Vohra



 15

9.   Conjecture, comment and fact 

i) Newspaper should not pass on or elevate conjecture, speculation or 

comment as a statement of fact. All these categories should be distinctly 

identified. 

ii)  Cartoons and caricatures depicting good humour are to be placed in a 

special category of news that enjoy more liberal attitude. 

 

10.  Newspapers to eschew suggestive guilt 

i) Newspapers should eschew suggestive guilt by association. They should 

not name or identify the family or relatives or associates of a person 

convicted or accused of a crime, when they are totally innocent and a 

reference to them is not relevant to the matter being reported. 

ii) It is contrary to the norms of journalism for a paper to identify itself with 

and project or promote the case of any one party in the case of any 

controversy/dispute.  

11. Reporting-Proceedings of Legislature 

 The newspapers have a duty to report faithfully the proceedings of 

either House of Parliament, Legislative Assembly and in this regard the 

newspapers shall not be liable for any proceedings civil or criminal in any 

court unless it is proved that reportings have been made with malice.  

However, the newspapers should not publish any report based on proceedings 

of a sitting of either House of Parliament or Legislative Assembly or as the 

case may be either House of the Legislature of a State, which is not open to 

the media.  

12. a) Caution in criticising judicial acts 

i) Excepting where the court sits 'in-camera' or directs otherwise, it is open to 

a newspaper to report pending judicial proceedings, in a fair, accurate and 

reasonable manner. But it shall not publish anything :- 
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