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ABSTRACT 

Deborah Dwyer: Unpublishing the News: An Assessment of U.S. Public Opinion, Newsroom 
Accountability, and Journalists’ Authority as “The First Draft of History” 

(Under the direction of Victoria S. Ekstrand, Ph.D.) 
 

 Unpublishing, or the manipulation, deindexing, or removal of published content on a 

news organization’s website, is a hotly debated issue in the news industry that disrupts 

fundamental beliefs about the nature of news and the roles of journalists. This dissertation’s 

premise is that unpublishing as a phenomenon challenges the authority of journalism as “the 

first draft of history,” questions the assumed relevance of traditional norms, and creates an 

opportunity to reconsider how news organizations demonstrate their accountability to the 

public. The study identifies public opinions related to unpublishing practices and approval of 

related journalistic norms through a public opinion survey of 1,350 U.S. adults. In tandem, a 

qualitative analysis of 62 editorial policies related to unpublishing offers the first inventory 

and assessment of emerging journalistic practices and the normative values journalists 

demonstrate through them. These contributions are valuable to both the academy and the 

news industry, as they identify a path forward for future research and provide desired 

guidance to U.S. news organizations. 

 Findings suggest that in response to the unpublishing phenomenon, American 

journalists defend their professionalism primarily through the traditional professional 

paradigm of accuracy, invoking it to legitimize new guidelines whether those policies 

permitted or denounced unpublishing as a newsroom practice. Findings also show 

newsrooms are pledging increased levels of accountability to their communities and society 
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at large, but how they might demonstrate that accountability more tactically was absent from 

policy discourse. In addition, both American adults and news organizations place a high 

value on the accuracy of previously published news content, yet the groups’ temporal 

conceptions of accuracy must be reconciled. 

 Ultimately, the unpublishing phenomenon presents an opportunity for journalists to 

redefine their notions of accountability to their communities. Based on these findings, the 

study concludes with a call for American news organizations to abandon claims as the “first 

draft of history” in the digital era and assume the role of information custodians, proactively 

establishing and managing the lifecycle of content.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

“If we can’t trust the first draft how about the subsequent drafts written by historians?” 

— Journalist and Author Harry Welty, 2018 

 

Twin brothers Darcell and Darrell Trotter hope that people forget why they were in 

the news in 2012.  

The Trotters contacted several news organizations to explain that in the aftermath of 

their arrests for first-degree sexual assault that were covered in the local and regional news, 

the charges against the two young men were dropped (Ahmad, 2019). In fact, the accuser 

recanted her statement and was later prosecuted for falsifying her police report. When the 

boys reached out to news outlets that had covered their initial arrest, some of the editors 

agreed to help them. Others refused, leaving the young men feeling branded with a “digital 

scarlet letter” they feared would cripple their future employment opportunities, impede their 

ability to build personal relationships, and curtail their ability to move on with their lives. 

Welcome to the latest conundrum vexing media organizations across the globe: 

Requests by the public to delete, or otherwise conceal, news content from the past that can 

rematerialize in seconds via a Google search. The prevalence of requests has risen 

significantly as the internet has matured and more information about previously private 

individuals is archived online. One survey of journalists in 2017 conducted by the researcher 

found more than 93% of respondents had received requests to remove content previously 
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published online (Dwyer, 2017). Of those, more than half said they knew the organization 

had granted a request, yet many had no formal policies concerning how to address them. 

After several years of a “don’t ask, don’t tell” ethos about unpublishing occurring in 

newsrooms, media organizations have begun to publicize their stances on the issue, with 

some outlining full initiatives and publicly inviting the public to submit requests. Still, how 

unpublishing requests are received, reviewed, adjudicated, enacted, and communicated 

internally and externally are less understood. More broadly, the implications of unpublishing 

places new pressures on the journalism profession by challenging the traditional roles, 

values, and norms by which they legitimize their work and bolster their authority. These 

pressures are reflective of the ever-changing nature of digital journalism and journalists’ 

relationships with those they claim to serve.  

With these factors in mind, this study builds upon the limited existing research on the 

topic of unpublishing, which to date has focused on the potential legal and legislative threats 

to American journalists in the aftermath of the passage of the European Union’s “Right to be 

Forgotten” legislation. Ethical decision-making factors and potential solutions for 

adjudicating individual requests (see Dwyer & Painter, 2020; Gajda, 2019; McNealy & 

Alexander, 2019; Bode & Jones, 2018; Currie, 2015; Pantic, 2014; Plaisance, 2014; 

McNealy, 2012; Tenore, 2010) are also considered. This study was concerned with dual 

aspects of unpublishing: How the issue is shaping new editorial practices as well as the 

broader questions of unpublishing’s ideological threat to journalists. To do so required 

research into newsroom practices and into the actors that grant journalism professional 

legitimacy. Therefore, in addition to the analysis of news policies, this study focused on the 
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influential actor formerly known as the audience (Rosen, 2006): the general public, or more 

granularly, the communities in which news organizations operate.  

Of particular interest concerning journalists’ relationship with audiences were 

journalists’ discourse related to their social accountability, as well as discourse attempting to 

define and defend the bounds of their professional authority—at its most basic, the right to be 

listened to (Carlson, 2017). This study suggests that news organizations, which have both 

embraced and decried unpublishing as a news practice, might consider capitalizing on the 

unpublishing phenomenon as an opportunity to rebuild audience relationships based on 

enhanced accountability and transparency. This perspective is currently more prescient, as 

the precarious dynamics among “the media” and “the public” are in continuous decay at the 

hands of anemic public trust (Newman et al., 2022), media polarization (Zhang, 2020), 

audience fatigue (Newman et al., 2022), news avoidance (Skovsgaard & Andersen, 2020), 

dwindling newsroom resources (Reinardy et al., 2021), and increased legal threats to the 

press (Gajda, 2009). 

The two paths of inquiry this study set forth required dual methods to accomplish. 

Data from the first, a mixed-methods analysis of 62 editorial policies of U.S. news 

organizations, produced the first collective analysis of unpublishing policies in the United 

States. The non-representative, quantitative data provide some indication that news 

organizations are coalescing guidelines around common themes, yet the specifics of policies 

vary widely—even including those denouncing the practice as anathema for legitimate 

creators of the “first draft of history.” The qualitative analysis considered how policy 

discourse attempts to legitimize new practices through “boundary work,” operationalized 

here as the news organizations’ thematic expression of journalism roles, values, and norms as 
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a method of legitimizing the profession in their communications. These findings suggest that 

in response to the unpublishing phenomenon, American journalists defend their 

professionalism primarily through the traditional professional paradigm of accuracy, 

invoking it to legitimize new guidelines whether those policies permitted or denounced 

unpublishing as a newsroom practice. Findings also indicated newsrooms are pledging 

increased levels of accountability to their communities and society at large, but how they 

might demonstrate that accountability more tactically was absent from policy discourse. 

Finally, findings suggest that unpublishing practices (as well as a general lack of archiving 

practices) should prompt American news organizations to abandon claims as the “first draft 

of history” in the digital era. 

The second method of inquiry was an online public opinion survey of 1,350 U.S. 

adults to measure awareness and support for unpublishing practices, identify which roles, 

norms, and values respondents felt journalists should embody in their unpublishing practices, 

and determine if unpublishing practices might influence public opinion of news 

organizations. Understanding the value society places on online news content from the past is 

a critical baseline from which to then measure opinions related to unpublishing—in 

particular, who should be able to make a request, what type of information should be 

unpublished, when information is no longer valuable, why information should be 

unpublished, how unpublishing practices should be conducted, and where online these 

practices should take place. Findings for each of these factors are reported in detail and, 

when considered as a whole, uncovered some helpful insights for newsrooms yet also 

illuminated conflicts in perspectives among the complex factors of the phenomenon. In 

addition, results indicated the public expects journalists to provide accurate content 
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regardless of the age of the information, bringing the temporal nature of content accuracy 

into question. Equality and transparency—two elements not identified prominently in news 

policies—were also prioritized by respondents. Lastly, public opinion data indicate that 

respondents’ attitudes toward news organizations that unpublish were negatively impacted, 

with trust in news archives as public records most affected. These findings and others offer 

an important foundation from which subsequent research may grow. 

This chapter introduces unpublishing as an emerging phenomenon and situates it 

within the competing influences on journalists. It uses the Hierarchy of Influences (HOI) 

theoretical framework to position the levels of analysis in which unpublishing will be 

explored, then turns to more contemporary theoretical perspectives on the shifting boundaries 

of the journalism profession to consider how unpublishing threatens these boundaries on 

multiple levels. Here, those levels of interest are news routines and the ideology of the 

journalism profession. It also establishes that research on unpublishing is in its infancy, with 

a lack of basic knowledge about national trends in practice as well as the professional values 

journalists use to justify those practices. It then briefly outlines the two objectives of the 

study and the quantitative and qualitative methods used to accomplish each, as well as the 

value of the findings. The chapter continues with a brief introduction to the theoretical 

framework and concepts that guide the study. Chapter One concludes by identifying the six 

research questions that will be answered through data analysis and interpretation of the 

findings and presents a chapter outline for the rest of the dissertation. 

What is Unpublishing? 

The term unpublishing as it is used in this context has no official definition, and the 

few attempts to describe it vary considerably. Generally, however, the term unpublishing 
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refers to some aspect or practice related to individuals asking for content about themselves be 

altered or removed1 (see Dwyer & Painter, 2020; Currie, 2015; Pantic, 2014; Tenore, 2010). 

At times, third parties such as attorneys, parents, or reputation management firms make the 

request on behalf of an individual named in the news. The term unpublishing was coined by 

Kathy English, former public editor of the Toronto Star, and her colleagues to give a name to 

the public pressure to remove content from a newspaper website (English, 2016). Another 

term sometimes used is “takedown request” (see Student Press Law Center, 2020). However, 

the term has taken on a broader context within the industry and is now used as a rhetorical 

catch-all to describe a myriad of related issues and editorial practices. When referring to 

editorial practices, unpublishing is not confined solely to content takedowns; other practices 

under the unpublishing rhetorical umbrella include hiding links from search engines 

(“delisting”), removing an individual’s name from the content (“anonymizing”), adding 

editor’s notes or updates to published content, and technologically programmed mass 

removal of specific content after a certain period of time (e.g., crime reports may be delisted, 

or “sunsetted,” after 60 days online). Nor is the content in question constrained to straight 

news; although crime reports generate the majority of requests, advertisements, sponsored 

content, wedding announcements, legal notices and other information have been the subject 

 
1Pantic (2014) identified actions that stop short of full removal of content as part of 
unpublishing more broadly. She defines unpublishing as “the act of removing an article (or 
altering it severely by removing a large portion, removing the entire article temporarily, 
changing names or censoring some information) from the Internet after it has already been 
published” (p. 1). Another scholar defined unpublishing based on the people and situations 
that prompt requests: sources that believe a story was unfair or inaccurate; those who want a 
crime story removed because the charges were dropped, or they were acquitted; or a source 
who regrets something she said and requests her name (or the entire story) be removed 
(Tenore, 2010). Currie (2015) expanded Tenore’s third point, or “source remorse,” defining it 
as “motivation of people who grant an interview to a journalist and later feel they made a 
serious mistake” (p. 137).  
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of unpublishing requests (personal communications with newsroom editors, 2017-2022). As 

the issue has grown further, common use of the term may also refer to pre-publication 

practices: front-end reporting and editing decisions that better consider the “long tail” of 

digital content and the effects that media exposure might have on individuals involved, such 

as those accused of minor crimes. Alongside claims that these practices better emulate the 

journalism profession’s commitment to minimize harm to those named in the news and 

increase the sensitivity given to implications of race and power, pre-publication practices 

also may reduce the potential need to unpublish later. Some requests to unpublish may seem 

harmless, and others easy to refuse; other cases, however, could test the bounds of 

contemporary journalism ethics and pose new questions about the continued relevance of 

traditional professional norms and practices (Dwyer & Painter, 2020; Nah & Craft, 2019; 

McNealy & Alexander, 2018; Zion & Craig, 2015; English, 2009). From a theoretical 

perspective, unpublishing has been characterized in a number of ways, each challenging 

traditional notions of news work. Normatively, unpublishing has been characterized as an 

ethical dilemma that places tension among the professional ethical tenets of right to privacy 

and right to know (de Mars & O’Callaghan, 2016), seeking truth and reporting it and 

minimizing harm (Blom, 2017), information sensitivity and news value (McNealy & 

Alexander, 2018), reputational protection versus free expression (Azurmendi, 2021), and 

accuracy and objectivity (Dwyer & Painter, 2020). Other journalists suggest unpublishing 

constitutes an act of censorship, threatens free expression, and runs counter to journalism’s 

societal role as creators of “the first draft of history” (Dwyer & Painter, 2020; Gajda, 

2018)—a source of information assumed in the print era to be an accurate and stable 

depiction of a moment in time.  
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From a legal perspective, scholars and news professionals have claimed both that the 

First Amendment would never allow such press censorship in America and, conversely, that 

evolving privacy laws and harsher treatment of the press in courts place journalism in the 

United States in a more precarious position than it may realize (Gajda, 2018; Gajda, 2009). 

Some U.S. news organizations refer to the phenomenon as an American version of the “right 

to be forgotten”—the unofficial name, yet misnomer, for the European Union’s 2014 data 

privacy legislation that gives individuals the power to request that Google and other search 

engines remove links to information about themselves (“Everything you need to know,” 

n.d.). This is a flawed comparison, however; the EU legislation does not cause the internet to 

forget. The legislation is more limited than that, granting individuals the potential to obscure 

information about themselves online. The information is, in fact, retained on the internet; 

what is actually removed are search engine results to that content. Further, only searches that 

include the individual’s legal name are affected, meaning the information may still be located 

through a more general search. Even more granularly, internet searches are only altered for 

those in European Union Countries (“Everything you need to know,” n.d.). These factors 

make the basic American notion of unpublishing seem much more drastic, as the original 

content is fully deleted from its archived location on the internet. The conflicting meanings 

and understandings related to unpublishing are addressed further in the next chapter. 

The complexity of unpublishing is only enhanced when the motivations behind the 

requests are considered. In fact, they are often as unique as the individuals who make them. 

One newsroom was repeatedly contacted by a woman about an article in which she 

commented voluntarily, yet in ways she now considered embarrassing—a condition some 

have termed “source remorse” (English, 2009). After a series of communications and 
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continued refusals by the editor, the woman claimed she was suicidal. The news outlet asked 

for supporting documentation from the woman’s psychiatrist and ultimately deleted her 

comments (Dwyer & Painter, 2020). On the surface, some unpublishing requests seem less 

concerning, if not innocuous—removing an old wedding announcement, for example—but 

many are not. Instead, they concern past crimes or misdeeds considered serious matters to the 

people who claim an article, photo, video, or other piece of journalism is destroying their 

chance at happiness and success (Pantic, 2014; Tenore, 2010; English, 2009). The 

complexities only increase as the details of any specific scenario unfold; what if the person 

has since been cleared of the crime, or if they pleaded to a much lesser offense? If the case 

was expunged—legally erased from the individual’s criminal record—should the archived 

news article or mugshot concerning the arrest vanish as well? And how might the person’s 

social status affect unpublishing decisions? Are requests to unpublish from private 

community members considered the same as a request from a person in a position of trust in 

the community (public officials, teachers, etc.)? 

It is true that the emergence of the contemporary unpublishing phenomenon is, at its 

root, a result of the shift to a digital information ecosystem, which has destabilized traditional 

notions of journalism as a practice and as a profession (see Mari, 2022; Pavlik, 2021; Ward, 

2019; Carlson & Usher, 2016; Lewis, 2012; Deuze, 2008; Boczkowski, 2005). Yes, it can be 

viewed as a social consequence of the “long tail of publishing” in the digital age (English, 

2009), but the personal motivations to restore one’s reputation are as old as humanity itself. 

Its roots can be traced to Ancient Rome, when imperial leaders practiced “damnatio 

memoriae,” translated as the condemnation of memory, and strategically altered or destroyed 

its leaders’ information from texts, monuments, and public records (Davis & Chopra, 2020). 
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In early modern times, individuals might physically move to a different community to escape 

their past and begin their lives anew. The difference in the digital era is that now, a quick 

Google search of a person’s name can return a lifetime of information, including past 

misdeeds, that were more difficult to obtain in the pen and paper era. A print newspaper may 

have long since been destroyed or may sit in practical obscurity in a library; in a digital news 

era, however, there is nowhere to hide.  

In summary, the ubiquitousness of information online, including “old news,” has 

raised social consciousness concerning the potential damage a person’s past might inflict on 

their future. News professionals are wrestling with the normative and practical implications 

of unpublishing, broadly defined as the pressure to alter, deindex, or remove identifying 

information from archived content at the request from outside the newsroom (most often, 

from the public). These implications have prompted the need to consider new norms in 

newsroom editorial practices—both pre- and post-publication—and the broader effects to the 

ideology of the profession. 

Statement of the Problem  

The predominance of unpublishing requests has placed strain on news organizations 

as they wrestle with the pressure—to both news routines and professional ideologies—that 

past misdeeds, embarrassing moments, or simply unwanted attention can have on those 

named in the news (Edmonds, 2016; Lageson, 2014; McBride, 2014; McNealy, 2012; 

Tenore, 2010; Timbs et al., 2007). As the original publishers of content using others’ names 

and likenesses, news organizations hold the key to decide for themselves who, if anyone, 

should benefit from the modification, obscuration, or erasure of information that they find 

unflattering or otherwise unrepresentative of the person they wish to be seen as today. 
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However, to date there is no generally accepted norm when it comes to unpublishing as a 

journalistic practice, there are limited practices suggested by professional trade associations, 

and there is no collective information on industry trends to review. 

Some news organizations have embraced the practice as a new norm, while other 

journalists have denounced the practice as antithetical to the professional norms of news 

work (Dwyer & Painter, 2020). These polarized positions are further fractured by the lack of 

standards among those organizations that do, in fact, unpublish, although professional 

journalism associations have begun to offer some recommendations (RTDNA, 2015; SPJ, 

2014; RTDNA, n.d.; ONA, n.d.). There has been no mass analysis of U.S. newsroom 

unpublishing practices, so what is known is cobbled together from industry discourse and 

limited empirical data. This dissertation remedies this gap in knowledge. 

Gaps in general understanding about the evolving practices within U.S. news are 

worsened by a “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach to the issue, in which news editors deal with 

specific requests as they arise but do not officially address it from a policy or practice 

perspective. What results is a vacuum of knowledge when it comes to whether newsrooms 

are following standards—a hallmark of the journalism profession—and is in conflict with 

journalistic norms of accountability and transparency (Currie, 2015). This gap between 

rhetoric and practice gives cause for concern, especially in a time when trust in the American 

media is staggeringly low. In addition, the manipulation of news archives should raise more 

serious questions at a time when dis- and misinformation is rampant and politically powerful 

entities are acquiring U.S. news outlets like never before. The practice of unpublishing has 

even been identified in public relations practices as a strategy and tactic for brand and 

reputation management (Waymer & Heath, 2019). 
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Furthermore, complexities related to the seemingly simple act of deleting web content 

are tied to fundamental social issues extending far beyond the individual making the request. 

Unpublishing’s connection to the negative impact of crime reporting, a traditional staple of 

media across mediums, for example, raises questions concerning privilege and equity, the 

economy, racism, classism, poverty, education, and exacerbating inequalities within the 

criminal justice system. These same factors are implicated because news organizations may 

assist some individuals but not others depending on their influence, for example. Similarly, 

these factors are of heightened concern because unpublishing takes place with no public 

input nor with public knowledge. In fact, to date there has been no widespread attempt to 

measure Americans’ comfort with U.S. news organizations and unpublishing.2 Because the 

nature of journalistic authority is that it is granted by external forces outside of the 

profession, this disconnect with the public is one in need of remedy. These broader 

challenges to the nature of journalistic authority and accountability, and the other values 

typically considered fundamental to journalism professionalism, are addressed in this study 

as well.  

In summary, news professionals are wrestling with the normative and practical 

implications of unpublishing. The profession has not reached a consensus about whether 

unpublishing is legitimate on its face, anathema to the role of journalism in a democracy, or 

an opportunity to rethink notions of ethics and public accountability through a humanitarian 

lens. Basic professional norms are therefore in flux. From a news routines perspective, there 

has been no effort to ensure news organizations are consistent in their practices (Dwyer & 

 
2 The closest public opinion surveys have focused on American’s support of legislation like 
the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation and Article 15, the right of erasure 
(or “right to be forgotten”). 
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Painter, 2020; Pantic, 2014; English, 2009), and it is empirically unknown if best practices 

suggested in industry and academic discourse have taken root. Practically, understaffed 

newsrooms may not have the resources to devote to investigating the information at the 

center of an unpublishing request, and many others claim technological constraints (Pantic, 

2014; Watson, 2012). Lastly, unpublishing emboldens the public’s ability to influence news 

content in the digital age, allowing outside actors a greater influence on the practice of 

journalism. Whether or not the profession fights unpublishing as a form of potential 

censorship or is willing to evolve its long-held journalistic norms remains to be seen. What is 

known is that the issue of unpublishing bridges the interests of a broad cross-section of news 

organizations, trade associations, scholars, historians, and digital preservation organizations 

because the topic is seen as critically important—so much so that Columbia University’s 

Tow Center for Digital Journalism warns that endangered news archives pose a true threat to 

the institution of journalism and the health of democracy itself. The Center has stated that 

removing content from the public record is “an act that raises questions about the role of 

journalism in society” (Ringel & Woodall, 2019, para. 74).  

Objectives of the Study   

This study focused on unpublishing as a topic of rising importance for journalists 

both in practice and as a potential threat to their professional authority. Unpublishing was 

conceptualized as an emerging challenge located at the intersection of two distinct groups’ 

needs: the desire of individuals to reclaim some power over their digital identity and the 

journalism community’s desire to maintain its self-proclaimed identity as an authoritative 

chronicler of history. The objectives were two-fold and designed to fill substantive gaps in 

current literature.  
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The first objective was to conduct a seminal collective analysis of American news 

organizations’ unpublishing-related editorial policies. The policies included in this analysis 

broadly define unpublishing as both direct requests to unpublish, delist, or otherwise alter 

existing content and related pre-publication practices such as routine use of arrest photos 

(mugshots) and identifying crime suspects in news reports. This objective offered data on 

specific editorial practices within the industry as well as illuminated the professional tenets 

journalists use to position the topic within the bounds of their professionalism.  

The second objective was to conduct the first substantial public opinion survey on the 

topic of unpublishing. Survey data were collected to identify the specific editorial practices 

the public deemed appropriate as well as the roles, norms, and values the public expects 

journalists to demonstrate through those policies. In addition, the survey provides the first 

indication of unpublishing practices’ effects on media trust and approval.  

The results fill a gap in current understanding concerning trends in newsroom policies 

on a topic in which professional discourse indicates there is no consensus and news 

organizations are often reticent to share publicly. In addition to contributing to our 

understanding of contemporary news practices evolving as a result of social and cultural 

shifts, the analysis also contributes to studies of professional boundary making within the 

journalism profession. The professional norms, values, and tenets news organizations signal 

as guiding principles in policy documents helps identify associations between specific 

journalism values and practices at a time when fundamental principles of journalism such as 

objectivity lack solid ground.  
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Significance of the Study   

This research breaks new ground on a digital-born phenomenon in its infancy among 

researchers and news professionals alike. There is currently no substantive public opinion 

data specific to the practice of unpublishing news content in America, nor has there been a 

collective assessment of the standards being developed across the industry. In addition, the 

researcher suggests that there has been a rush to create unpublishing policies without 

reconciling the underlying tensions in professional norms and values that the phenomenon 

creates, which could further degrade journalists’ relationships with those groups that grant it 

its professional authority. 

Therefore, this dissertation’s premise is that unpublishing as a phenomenon 

challenges the professional authority of journalism as “the first draft of history,” questions 

the assumed relevance of traditional norms and values and creates an opportunity to 

reconsider how news organizations demonstrate their accountability to the public. Public 

trust of the media is precariously low, and the tenets that define journalism’s identity as a 

profession are weakened by highly divergent newsroom practices and decision-making. 

Therefore, new practices emerging from news organizations cannot be developed nor studied 

divorced from the professional journalistic norms that underpin them.  

Because the pressure to unpublish and the questions raised have both normative and 

practical implications, this study attempted to set a path forward for both paths of inquiry. 

Knowing what the public wants of journalists is of no real benefit without an understanding 

of what journalists are doing, and what journalists are doing says something about what they 

stand for—a dispute common in public discourse today.  
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The researcher assumed at the outset that the study would identify varied editorial 

stances in news policies based on current fragmentation on the topic within the industry. This 

requires news organizations to be vigilant to ensure emerging practices—especially non-

standard ones that differ widely among the industry—consider public acceptance of those 

practices and how the normative tenets they illustrate define (or redefine) their professional 

accountability and authority.  Ultimately, news workers must help audiences understand the 

“why” behind the “what” to demonstrate accountability to audiences, protect their 

professional credibility, and rebuild public trust.  

Scholars have suggested that transparency, including the sharing of the professional 

values driving editorial practices, is key to building stronger relationships among news 

workers and the broader public (Karlsson et al., 2017; Currie, 2015). Therefore, the 

dissertation’s recommendations encourage news organizations to leverage unpublishing as an 

opportunity to rebuild connections with their communities, because unpublishing is an issue 

that could impact the perceived credibility of American journalism.  

Theoretical Basis and Methodology 

This study took a unique approach by drawing from theoretical frameworks in 

traditional journalism studies and cultural studies. This approach positioned the phenomenon 

within the Hierarchy of Influences framework used in journalism studies (Reese & 

Shoemaker, 2016; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Shoemaker & 

Reese, 1996) and within sociology of professions concerning journalism’s shifting 

boundaries, cultural capital, and broader role as a social agent (Carlson, 2017; Hanitzsch & 

Vos, 2017; Carlson & Lewis, 2015; Benson, 2006; Benson & Neveu, 2005; Bourdieu, 1998; 
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Dahlgren & Sparks, 1992). Reese (2019) has called for contemporary journalism scholarship 

to acknowledge both perspectives.  

These theoretical lenses situated the study among three key phenomena. The first 

pertained to the multiple influences on news routines. Here, the study drew upon the 

Hierarchy of Influences (HOI) conceptual framework, first introduced in 1996 as the 

Hierarchical Influences Model and subsequently updated for the more contemporary, global 

nature of journalism (Reese, 2019; Reese & Shoemaker, 2016; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; 

Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). This study focused on two levels of the hierarchy: news routines 

and ideological conceptions of the institution of journalism. The difficulty along multiple 

levels of the hierarchy and the polarized perspectives of unpublishing within the industry 

establish it as a disruptive force within news work. 

The second theoretical perspective applied here concerned traditional conceptions of 

the journalistic paradigm, or the unspoken norms of the profession considered acceptable. 

Through the paradigm, unpublishing’s threats to traditional news values and norms are made 

evident. Specifics related to key values and norms are explored further.  

The third theoretical lens applied concerned journalism’s professional status and the 

potential conflicts unpublishing presents related to journalistic authority, autonomy, and 

accountability to external entities. Embedded here was an interest in journalists’ professional 

identity as the “first draft of history.” The qualitative analysis of professional discourse 

related to journalistic roles, norms, and values in editorial policies was guided by the related 

theories of metajournalistic discourse and the “boundary work” news professionals use in 

that discourse to defend their professional status. These theories suggest journalists are 

granted legitimacy and authority by the public, and the profession demonstrates 
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accountability in return. Therefore, the qualitative analysis paid special attention to the 

potential tensions among journalistic authority, professional autonomy, and accountability, as 

unpublishing requires a healthy dose of each.  

Research Questions 

This dissertation identified public opinions related to unpublishing practices and 

expectations concerning related journalistic norms through a public opinion survey of 1,350 

U.S. adults. In tandem, a mixed-methods content analysis of 62 editorial policies from 61 

American news organizations provides the first inventory and assessment of emerging 

journalistic practices and the professional tenets journalists expressed through them. 

Together, these findings are valuable to both the academy and the news industry; the 

discussion suggests paths forward for future research and offers a set of recommendations for 

newsrooms. A visual framework of the research study is provided in Figure 1. 

The analysis of news policies answered two of the study’s six research questions: 

1. What policies and practices have news organizations adopted in response to the rise 

in unpublishing requests? 

2. What journalistic tenets do news organizations employ in their unpublishing policies 

to legitimize their professional authority, protect their autonomy, and express 

accountability to the public?  

The next three research questions were answered using data from the public opinion survey: 

3. What are the contextual factors of unpublishing policies and newsroom practices that 

American adults consider most appropriate? 

4. When it comes to unpublishing, what professional values and norms do American 

adults expect journalists to demonstrate? 
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5. For organizations that engage in unpublishing practices, is public opinion affected? 

And lastly, findings from the first five research questions are analyzed in relationship with 

one another to answer: 

6. Based on the results of the survey and the policy analysis, what editorial practices and 

normative commitments related to unpublishing should newsrooms consider? 

Dissertation Chapter Outline 

This chapter introduced unpublishing as an emerging phenomenon and suggested it 

poses a challenge at multiple levels of journalism practice, as well as outlined the contours of 

the present study. Subsequent chapters are summarized below, providing an organizational 

overview of the dissertation. 
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Figure 1. 
Research Study Framework 

 

Chapter Two contextualizes unpublishing through an overview of key social, cultural, 

and institutional shifts that have given rise to the phenomenon. These include the global shift 

to a digital-first information ecosystem, a spike in societal concerns over personal privacy, 

legislative attempts to provide individuals more control over their information such as the 

European Union’s “right to be forgotten,” and the recent rise in social justice and activism 

related to race and equity in the United States. It then provides a brief snapshot of the state of 
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American journalism, noting important industry disruptions and the continued erosion of 

public trust in the media—both critical factors influencing the topic of study.  

Chapter Three describes the theoretical framework for the study, knitting together 

three main conceptualizations of news work. The chapter begins with a brief introduction to 

the Hierarchy of Influences theoretical framework and establishes the unpublishing 

phenomenon’s implications among two layers of the hierarchy. It establishes unpublishing as 

a disrupting factor in contemporary journalism by identifying how it conflicts with both 

newsroom practices and traditional conceptions of the profession. The second section 

reviews the importance of the journalistic paradigm and the norms and values that guide 

newsroom practices, including the role of ethics guidelines in the creation of newsroom 

policy. The third section of the chapter explores key concepts related to journalism as a 

profession, especially related to the topics of journalistic authority, autonomy, and 

accountability. Of particular interest here is the traditional self-perception of journalists as 

creators of the “first draft of history” and the pressures to this identity unpublishing raises. 

Chapter Four outlines the research questions and methodology for the study. After 

revisiting the study’s six research questions, the chapter reviews the methodology for the 

mixed-methods portion of the research. This section begins with a description of the sample: 

a set of 62 documents from 61 news organizations outlining their policies related to 

unpublishing, including related practices such as delisting content from search engines, the 

initial publication of arrest photographs, and increased scrutiny for reporting on minor crime. 

Next, the chapter justifies the methods and overviews the coding frameworks and constructs 

that guided the analysis: best practices and ethical guidelines sanctioned by the Society of 

Professional Journalists, the Radio Television Digital News Association, and the Online 
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News Association. Lastly, the chapter outlines the methodology for the public opinion survey 

including sampling, survey development, pilot testing, deployment, and data analysis 

procedures. 

Chapter Five reports the findings for Research Question One, the result of a mixed-

methods analysis of news organization policy documents. After orienting the reader to the 

organizations and documents included in the sample, findings for Research Question One 

address the parameters identified within the policy documents related to the policy scope, 

actors involved, the types of content considered under the policy, the organizational 

processes and practices identified, timeframes for action, locations of activity, and 

justifications provided for the policy guidelines. A discussion of these findings follows.  

Next, Chapter Six reports and discusses findings concerning Research Question Two, 

which is concerned with the normative tenets news organizations express in their policies to 

normalize or reject unpublishing as a professional practice. More broadly, findings for 

Research Question Two signal perceived implications to journalistic authority, professional 

autonomy, and external accountability within news organizations’ attempts to defend the 

boundary around journalists’ professional status. A discussion follows the reporting of 

findings. 

Chapter Seven reports results from the national public survey of 1,350 American 

adults, which answer Research Questions Three through Five. Research Question Three 

concerns the contextual factors of unpublishing policies and practices that respondents 

consider most appropriate. Research Question Four turns to the normative tenets Americans 

expect journalists to demonstrate through their unpublishing practices. Lastly, the chapter 
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reports findings related to how public opinion may change based on a news organization’s 

decision to unpublish. A discussion concludes the chapter.  

Chapter Eight offers a summary discussion of the study’s findings as they relate to 

one another and to previous research. The second section of the chapter provides a set of 

recommendations for newsrooms to consider, which address Research Question Six.  

Chapter Nine offers a final summary of the study’s findings, addresses its limitations, 

articulates contributions to the literature and professional practice, and offers suggestions for 

future study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND 

This chapter provides a brief background on key social, cultural, and institutional 

shifts that have given rise to or exacerbated the unpublishing phenomenon for news 

organizations. These include the global shift to digital news production and consumption 

over the last 25 years, elevated concerns and attention to individual data privacy and online 

reputations, the tangential impact of legislative actions such as the European Union’s “right 

to be forgotten” legislation, and the contemporary reckoning on social justice, race, and 

equity in the United States. The chapter continues with a brief overview of the state of the 

U.S. media—an information ecosystem riddled with industry disruptions including multiple 

influences on the newsroom, the drain of resources from financial constraints and new 

ownership trends, and the lack of public trust. The chapter ends with a summary of calls for 

change in the ethics, norms, and values of journalism. These factors help position 

unpublishing within the current environment with which news organizations find themselves 

forced to address this emerging challenge. 

Societal Influences Giving Rise to Unpublishing 

Shifts within larger society have paved the way for the unpublishing phenomenon. 

Most prominently, access to virtually endless content on the internet, including potentially 

unflattering content in news archives, has eliminated the effort it would have once taken to 

find the same information if it was available in print format. And while much attention has 

been given to the information ecosystem online and the life cycle of information (see 
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Borgman, 2019), news content is often deemphasized or absent from research about digital 

archiving. 

This section highlights four specific factors that better contextualize the challenge of 

unpublishing: the loss of practical obscurity, a hallmark of the analog information age; the 

fears and threats concerning the protection of individuals’ online data and privacy; the 

encroachment, both in courts and through legislation, on First Amendment protections 

typically insulating the press from censorship; and the heightened efforts to eradicate racism 

and classism within American institutions as well as society at large. Each of these topics is 

addressed below. 

The Loss of Practical Obscurity 

The growing pressure to take down media content is just one element of the 

contemporary social discussion about the sharing (freely or otherwise), storage, and control 

of digitized personal data and the effects to individuals and the public at large—information 

once tucked away in dusty print archives or simply unavailable to the public. Two decades of 

widespread technological advancements have resulted in easier ways to produce, access, 

filter, and store information on the internet. These ubiquitous capabilities improve 

operational efficiency, allow for greater distribution of knowledge, increase opportunities for 

collaboration, preserve items of historical value, and generally improve the convenience of 

day-to-day life. As a byproduct of those benefits, a virtually endless amount of information 

previously available to the general public, yet more physically difficult to access, is no longer 

tucked away in paper form and instead available via seconds through an internet search 

engine. Rutgers University Professor of History, Bruce Chadwick, made the point related to 

newspapers: “Users can bring to life on their monitors the pages of an old newspaper from 
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any major American city—and some small towns—and read about whatever person or event 

they choose” (cited in “America’s Historical Newspapers,” n.d.). 

This “long-tail” of publishing (Anderson, 2006) is a natural consequence in a world 

where the public relies on the internet for information that was once in “practical obscurity,” 

a legal term privacy scholars employ to convey “the idea that information is safe—at least to 

some degree—when it is hard to obtain or understand” (Selinger & Hartzog, 2014, p. 2) and 

“information that was technically available to the public, but could only be found by 

spending a burdensome and unrealistic amount of time and effort in obtaining it” (Hartzog & 

Selinger, 2013, para. 5). The loss of practical obscurity for public records such as arrest 

reports results in the ability for everyone—from potential employers to prospective romantic 

partners—to easily find information from the past about others (Jones, 2018). Jones describes 

the web as “a searchable and crunchable database for questions of any kind, a living cultural 

memory whose implications are complex and wide reaching” (p. 5). A contributing factor is 

the “echo effect” created by the replication of information as people share information with 

unquantifiable numbers of others through social media platforms, search engines, and news 

aggregators (Pantic, 2014).   

The example of police arrest records is pertinent for this study, as unpublishing 

requests are commonly related to crime. Through the years news organizations have 

leveraged this easily accessible and highly popular content, often establishing automatic 

digital feeds to local arrest reports and mugshots. Local arrest records have traditionally been 

public information, meaning they were available for public view by request at local law 

enforcement agencies. In fact, that is how journalists accessed the information before the 

internet age as well. But how many community members would take the time to drive to the 
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police station and look through stacks of paper? Likely not many. Today, those same arrest 

records are often available—from today, and arrests from years ago—on law enforcement 

(and, at times, news organization) websites. If you want to know if your new coworker or 

love interest has ever been in trouble with the law, there is no “friction” to you finding that 

effortlessly. And again, sharing that information through social media only compounds the 

consequences of that person being “found out.”  

While easier access to information may seem like a net positive, scholars have raised 

new questions about both the value of humans’ primordial nature to forget and the 

consequences that a “perfect memory” may pose to society (Mayer-Schonberger, 2009, p. 9). 

Some legal scholars have called for legislation to fill the “forgiveness void” in United States 

privacy law (Ambrose et al., 2012)—laws other scholars say would impact news 

organizations and run counter to American ideals of free speech (Gajda, 2018; Shapiro & 

Rogers, 2017). Another scholar has gone so far as to suggest that individuals should be able 

to claim “reputational bankruptcy” to erase their online history every 10 years or so (Zittrain, 

2010, p. 228). This leads us to the question of personal privacy—a conflicted notion often 

connected in discourse related to unpublishing. 

Rising Personal Privacy Concerns 

The internet has revolutionized conceptions of personal privacy and magnified the 

number of ways privacy can be invaded by a host of actors. Privacy advocates continue to 

sound the alarm about the present and future threats to the public that they predict will only 

grow as technology matures, more information is shared and accessible online, the length of 

personal history available accumulates with the passage of time, and new methods of 

leveraging that information are conceptualized (Nissenbaum, 2019, 2018; Kritikos, 2018; 
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Hartzog & Stutzman, 2013; Jones, 2012; Koops, 2011; Solove, 2005). The Internet has thus 

become a “site of furious tension between data privacy and freedom of expression” (Post, 

2017, p. 983).  

Even so, the masses continuously contribute volumes of information to social media 

platforms while many simultaneously complain about the state of privacy today. Scholars 

have dubbed this the “privacy paradox” (Dienlin & Trepte, 2015; Byrne, 2010)—the idea 

that individuals express concerns over their personal information being shared, yet their 

behaviors do not reflect those concerns. Many factors likely play a part here, including a lack 

of understanding about what data are being collected, how information is being used, and 

how it might be shared with others (Nissenbaum, 2019, 2018; Hartzog, 2019). Data breaches 

and controversies such as those occurring by Equifax and on Facebook, as well as other 

privacy issues in the news, place greater awareness on issues about the humans behind the 

technology and data, as well as what society expects contemporary personal privacy norms 

and potential regulation to protect. 

The public attention to privacy has spurred a groundswell of interdisciplinary 

research on topics including the effects of digital surveillance capabilities of government and 

other institutions (Electric Frontier Foundation, 2019; Greenwald, 2014; Solove, 2005), the 

exchange and uses of consumer data (Belanger, Hiller, & Smith, 2002; Miyazaki & 

Fernandez, 2001), online public shaming (Citron, 2016; Goldman, 2015), publication of 

arrest photos (Young, 2015; Winn, 2004), and, of course, implications of the data protection 

regulations in the European Union (Jones, 2018; Lageson, 2016; Bennett, 2012). Information 

science has focused on digital archiving in public and academic libraries (Yatin et al., 2018; 

Johnston et al., 2017; Roland & Bawden, 2012). Claims of privacy in relation to news 
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content seem lost in the broader “data discussion,” however. The limited research on 

unpublishing in the United States has primarily focused on the ethics of the issue and 

developing guidelines for decision-making and identifying newsroom practices (Dwyer & 

Painter, 2020; McNealy & Alexander, 2018; Pantic, 2014; Verdile, 2010; English, 2009). 

Additional research has been conducted specific to countries such as Canada (English, 2009) 

and South Korea (Nah & Craft, 2019). 

Conversely, it can be argued that the notion that previously published news content an 

individual now wants unpublished constitutes a violation of privacy is flawed. From a legal 

standpoint, privacy violations concern information not otherwise known to the public; in the 

case of unpublishing, the information has already been publicized. Yet privacy is often the 

terminology leveraged in debates over the embarrassment and negative consequences one 

might face when their misdeeds are discovered online. Hartzog and Stutzman (2013) argue 

that modern-day concerns actually are about obscurity—the level of one’s ability to find 

information that has already been made public—instead of privacy, a breach of information 

that is secret. Similarly, Solove (2005) argues the potential violations are not of privacy, but 

of disclosure: “the revelation of truthful information about a person that impacts the way 

others judge her character” (p. 491). 

Regardless, privacy is the default in discussions concerning the personal damage 

information on the internet can cause. Cohen (2008) and Nissenbaum (2019) criticize the 

American approach to privacy protection because of its fragmented approach by type of 

information or industry sector. Yet it is in similar fashion that states have attempted to 

address some of the emerging issues related to harmful information online. Actions to protect 

specific types of intrusion have included the passage of laws in 46 U.S. states, the District of 
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Columbia, and Guam (“46 states + DC + one territory,” n.d.) protecting individuals from 

“revenge porn” and similar efforts to combat the rise of mugshot “extortion” websites 

promising removal of photos in exchange for substantial fees (Rostron, 2013; Vasigh, 2013). 

In 2015, California updated its Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA, 2015) 

with the “California Online Eraser Law” provision to try to make it easier for children to 

delete information they post online. Broader data protection legislation focused on consumer 

data will take effect in 2023 in California, Colorado, Connecticut, Utah, and Virginia.3 

Similarly, some state legislatures have passed laws to restrict access to arrest photographs—

traditionally considered public records—in the name of curtailing digital shaming, especially 

related to minor crime.4  This again contributes to a hodgepodge of inconsistent privacy 

protections, leaving citizens’ privacy rights tied to geography in a global information society. 

At the federal level, attempts at passing comprehensive legislation regarding privacy has 

 
3See the National Conference of State Legislatures’ list of State Laws Related to Digital 
Privacy, https://www.ncsl.org/research/telecommunications-and-information-
technology/state-laws-related-to-internet-
privacy.aspx#:~:text=Five%20states%E2%80%94California%2C%20Colorado%2C,of%20p
ersonal%20information%2C%20among%20others. Although some of them give residents the 
right to request personal data be updated or removed, they are directed at consumer data and 
do not address the unpublishing of news content. California Civ. Code §§ 1798.100 et seq., 
A.B. 375; Colo. Rev. Stat. § 6-1-1301 eq seq.; Connecticut 2022 S.B. 6; Utah 2022 S.B. 227, 
Virginia 2021 H.B. 2307/2021 S.B. 1392. 
 
4For example, in 2022 Louisiana passed a bill to exempt mugshots as public records until 
after a person is convicted of a crime. (H.B. 729, Act No. 494, 2022 Reg. Sess. (Louisiana 
2022). https://www.legis.la.gov/legis/BillInfo.aspx?s=22RS&b=HB729&sbi=y See the 
National Conference of State Legislatures’ Mugshots and Booking Photo Websites page for a 
summary of legislative actions, https://www.ncsl.org/research/telecommunications-and-
information-technology/mug-shots-and-booking-photo-websites.aspx. 



  31 

been unsuccessful, although bills have been proposed and discussions about various solutions 

continue5 (International Association of Privacy Professionals, 2022). 

Still, for all the commentary and alarms about the pervasive collection and use of 

personal information, the legal scholars’ privacy paradox seems to be in full effect. In a 

national survey of American adults, only five percent identified the protection of their 

personal data or personal privacy online as an issue, and 88% maintained that the internet 

was a good thing for them personally. Interestingly, that percentage dropped almost one-fifth 

when individuals were asked if the internet has been good for society (Smith, 2018). 

Social media companies have faced their own challenges in this area and are 

envisioning methods to address what Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg calls the 

“permanence problem” (Zuckerberg, 2019). Though he once famously declared that privacy 

was dead, he later stated: 

People are more cautious of having a permanent record of what 
they've shared… We increasingly believe it's important to keep 
information around for shorter periods of time. People want to 
know that what they share won't come back to hurt them later, 
and reducing the length of time their information is stored and 
accessible will help.  
 
As we build up large collections of messages and photos over 
time, they can become a liability as well as an asset. For 
example, many people who have been on Facebook for a long 
time have photos from when they were younger that could be 
embarrassing… (para. 26, 27). 
 

 
5In August 2022, the International Association of Privacy Professionals’ U.S. Federal Privacy 
Legislation Tracker listed 51 proposed pieces of federal legislation related to privacy in 
seven categories: consumer privacy, health privacy, financial privacy, children’s and 
educational privacy, FTC authority and enforcement, government restrictions and 
obligations, and cybersecurity. 
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How news organizations might deal with the permanence problem remains to be seen. Recent 

efforts to quell the permanency problem in the European Union have gained significant 

attention in the United States—especially as it relates to potential ripple effects on the 

American press. 

The Global Impact of the Right to be Forgotten 

As part of the 2018 update to the European Union’s (EU) General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR), legislators passed the ill-nicknamed “right to be forgotten” (RTBF). The 

law’s provision gave EU citizens the legal right to request a search engine such as Google 

remove links to information about themselves that they consider “inadequate, irrelevant or no 

longer relevant, or excessive in relation to the purposes [for which they were processed] and 

in light of the time that has elapsed” (Google Spain SL, Google Inc. v Agencia Española de 

Protección de Datos, Mario Costeja González, 2014, para. 92). The legislation does not 

enable a person to be digitally erased, as its name might suggest (Dewey, 2014); instead, it is 

a technique to obscure the original published information by removing the item from search 

results when the person’s name is searched directly. It should be noted, therefore, that the 

RTBF is actually less disruptive to the public record than unpublishing; obscuring access to 

information only when someone uses a particular search term is a much less drastic measure 

than total removal of the information itself from the original source. 

Importantly, the Spanish court’s judgment expressed a distinction between search 

engine results and the original content living on publishers’ websites, and the law does not 

require original content on news sites to be deleted. Instead, the information is obscured, or 

“hidden,” from internet searches that use the particular individual’s name. About 20% of the 

links removed under the RTBF are tied to original content on news sites; search engines have 
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de-linked content from organizations including The Guardian, The Daily Telegraph, and the 

British Broadcasting Corporation (Gajda, 2018).  

The quasi-legislative authority the European Union legislation bestows upon private 

corporations including Google has been a key concern in the wake of the GDPR’s passing. 

There is no standard list to guide the adjudication of delisting requests, and the technology 

companies make determinations with virtually no oversight (Forde, 2015). Although the 

GDPR’s language does acknowledge the need to consider newsworthiness as a factor in 

delisting content, the opaque nature of the legislation led Gajda (2018) to warn that “A Right 

to Be Forgotten without clear limits, therefore, gives too much power to the individual’s 

privacy interests over the interests of the public and the freedom of the press to report key 

information about the powerful” (p. 257). The nature of delisted content has raised questions 

as well; a content analysis of 283 delisted webpages found cause for concern when it 

identified the most prominent topics removed from search results involved “violent crime, 

road accidents, drugs, murder, prostitution, financial misconduct, and sexual assault” (Xue et 

al., 2016, p. 1).   

In contrast to the EU’s holistic approach to privacy protection, U.S. privacy law is a 

convoluted mix of constitutional protections, common law, policy, legislation, industry 

regulation, and more (Richards & Solove, 2010). An additional barrier to the problem, 

according to Powles (2015) and Solove (2005), is the binary nature of American privacy 

conceptions; prevailing arguments typically assume information is either private or public, 

with no spectrum of obscurity in between.  

Even so, the potential for the European Union approach to influence American 

privacy law is fraught with controversy between those privacy advocates pushing for broader 
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protections and First Amendment scholars claiming any similar action would be contrary to 

the constitutional protections of free speech (Nissenbaum, 2019; Gajda, 2018; File, 2017; 

Santín, 2017; Shapiro & Rogers, 2017; Larson, 2013). Scholars including Bennett (2012), 

Byrum (2017), and Powles (2015) outline a host of differences in EU and U.S. perspectives 

regarding privacy that illuminate why the RTBF raises red flags for American values of free 

speech (Shapiro & Rogers, 2019; Gajda, 2018; Shapiro & Rogers, 2017; Larson, 2013). The 

divergence in views is rooted in cultural and historical differences, which shaped the 

philosophical origins of right to privacy and free expression. Byrum (2017) notes these 

differences represent a cultural disconnect that strain appropriate information flows between 

actors in a global society. 

Legal Threats 

The judicial system has shown a somewhat erratic decision-making approach to 

conflicts between the public interest and the right to individual privacy. However, Gajda 

(2018) makes a convincing argument that the fundamental beliefs that underlie the RTBF 

have existed in American jurisprudence for decades. She cites multiple state and U.S. 

Supreme Court cases that ruled in favor of individual privacy over the publication of truthful 

facts. For example, Justice Douglas in Doe v. McMillan (1972) ruled that students’ personal 

information (including disciplinary actions) included in a Congressional report was an 

invasion of privacy because the information could affect the child when he had outgrown 

“youthful indiscretions” and was attempting to seek employment. A Louisiana federal district 

court ruled that even though an arrest photograph, or mugshot, was once released to the 

public, the individual does not lose all rights to privacy concerning it—and that public 

figures may have even a greater right to control their future release (Times Picayune Publ’g 
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v. U.S. Dep’t of Justice, 1999). In Time v. Firestone (1976), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 

that a once-prominent wife of the notorious Firestone family who was covered extensively in 

the press had, in later years, essentially reverted to being a private person and therefore had 

stronger privacy protections against the press. Gajda (2018) claims that Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA) cases are some of the cases in which justices have made the most 

explicit arguments for RTBF-type protections; in Detroit Free Press v. U.S. Dep’t of Justice 

(2016), the court ruled that federal criminal rap sheets could be withheld from the public and 

press. The court relied on the concept of “practical obscurity” to argue that just because 

technology allowed information to be more easily retrievable, that did not require the State to 

make certain information available to the press. It also included clear language that 

information that was once known publicly can become private once again over time. These 

cases prove that American judicial system has, in fact, often sided with privacy over the 

public interest—even when public figures or officials are involved (Gajda, 2018). 

Gajda (2018) also points to concerning shifts in judicial practice such as relying more 

on judges and juries to determine what is newsworthy (versus relying on journalists or others 

from the media industry as experts) as well as using aspirational language in codes of ethics 

(such as the Society of Professional Journalists’ code) to find journalists liable. Even so, on 

the whole, the First Amendment clearly takes a prominent position in American legal 

doctrine.  

Although the United States may not force a “right to be forgotten” through legislation 

like the European Union, disputes over unpublishing continue to make their way into 

American courtrooms. In 2010, Harvey Purtz filed a lawsuit against the Daily Californian 

student newspaper and its editor-in-chief for intentional infliction of emotional distress after 
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the newspaper refused to delete an article from 2006 and subsequent blog comments about 

Purtz’ deceased son, Chris, accused of causing a physical altercation and verbally abusing 

individuals at a strip club in San Francisco (Bronstein, 2011). Witnesses said Chris used 

homophobic and racist language as well as “requested prostitutes for himself and a friend” 

(“Daily Californian Editor in Chief Sued,” 2011, para. 5). Although no charges were filed, 

Chris was suspended from the school’s football team, dropped out of college, suffered 

declining mental health, and died four years later. The court ultimately ruled in the 

newspaper’s favor, but the incident drove a debate about online privacy and press rights on 

the campus. An assistant professor of journalism wrote an open letter to Dr. Purtz, stating: 

The Daily Californian’s decision to leave the reports about 
your son’s adult club rabble-rousing as they originally ran is 
not a slap in your face or a black mark on your son’s grave. It 
is good journalism. Every self-respecting news outlet, 
journalist, and blogger would respond the same way. As I 
typically reply to the regular requests I receive to erase or 
change posts on this blog, I would rather cut off an arm before 
removing something I consider accurate and newsworthy 
(Reimold, 2011, para. 7). 
 

Judges’ rulings in unpublishing cases are not always as straightforward as journalism 

advocates would like, however. They can be adjudicated in favor of the news organizations 

yet sidestep the opportunity to explicitly base the decision on the press’ right to publish. The 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) was charged with criminal contempt by the 

Alberta attorney general after refusing to unpublish two articles containing a 14-year-old 

homicide victim’s name. Several days after publication of the articles, the government placed 

the girl’s identity under a “publication ban,” which is a legal right in Canada. After an initial 

ruling in the CBC’s favor and a reversal by the Alberta Court of Appeals, the Supreme 

Court—sidestepping the free press issue of publishing the information by focusing instead on 
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access of the original article in the CBC archives—refused to order the CBC to remove the 

story (Harris, 2018). 

In some cases, the added exposure as a result of bringing a case to court can trigger 

the “Streisand Effect,”6 or the tendency for the information an individual tries to suppress 

online to ultimately gain more notoriety (Stewart & Bunton, 2016). In Pennsylvania, two 

judges ordered newspapers to remove stories about several individuals whose convictions 

had been expunged; one of the orders was rescinded when the action evoked controversy and 

claims of First Amendment violations (“Judges order newspapers to ‘unpublish,’” 2010). The 

subsequent industry discussion included an editorial that republished the names, ages, and 

criminal actions of the individuals who hoped to have the articles about them vanish.  

One emerging legal issue is of particular concern: how archived articles about 

expunged convictions—those erased from the individuals’ legal records—are managed by 

the press. Only slightly more than a third of journalists surveyed in 2017 supported removing 

an arrest report if they were provided proof that the person’s case had been expunged 

(Dwyer, 2017), yet unpublishing requests are sure to rise as states begin to expunge massive 

numbers of low-level marijuana convictions (English, 2018). More than 15 states have 

enacted legislation to expunge minor marijuana convictions (“Marijuana overview,” 2019)—

laws that will wipe the slate clean for more than 150,000 people in New York and 800,000 in 

Illinois alone (NY Criminal Procedure Law, 2019; IL Cannabis Regulation and Tax Act, 

 
6 The Streisand Effect was coined by a Techdirt reporter to characterize the phenomenon in 
which a lawsuit intended to obscure personal information ultimately attracts more attention to 
the content. It refers to a case in which Barbra Streisand sued a photographer for violation of 
privacy after a photo of her California estate was included in a collection of 12,000 photos 
intended to increase awareness of erosion of the state’s coastline. Before the lawsuit, the 
photo was virtually ignored; after the lawsuit was publicized, it garnered hundreds of 
thousands of page views. See Conradt (2015). 
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2019). At the federal level, legislation proposed in 2019 would expunge low-level marijuana 

offenses, among other actions (Marijuana Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act, 

2019). Legally, mandating old news reports of now-expunged offenses would run afoul of 

the First Amendment, but the requests to unpublish news reports and mugshots will likely 

barrage news outlets, nonetheless. The ethics of the profession will need to help guide how 

newsrooms choose to respond.  

An attorney for a Connecticut woman suing to have articles about her arrest removed 

summarized the problem: "What's the sense in having your record expunged if anyone can 

Google you and it comes up?" (“Judges order newspapers to ‘unpublish,’” 2010, para. 9). In 

the Connecticut case, the woman sued the publisher, arguing that the archived articles 

constituted libel because they were “no longer true after the arrest was expunged.” The 

court’s decision was more definitive in its decision about the free speech rights of the press, 

stating that the law “cannot undo historical facts or convert once-true facts into falsehoods” 

(Carter, 2017, para. 19). However, one judge signaled the potential for the First Amendment 

to only go so far: “Ultimately, this is an issue that needs be decided by the legislature…It’s a 

countrywide issue” (“Judges order newspapers to ‘unpublish,’” 2010, para. 11).  

Social Justice and the Contemporary Reckoning on Race 

The current society-wide reckoning on racism in America has had substantive impact 

on journalism organizations and the content news workers produce. Pressure for journalists 

to do better in all aspects of the news industry have emphasized their harms pertaining to 

social justice and racism, calling for a systemic “media reckoning” of its own (Tameez, 2022; 

Farhi & Ellison, 2020). Newsrooms have traditionally lacked diversity, especially in more 

powerful positions, for example, but the issue has become a more pressing focus in recent 
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years (Gottfried et al., 2022; Kassova, 2020). In news coverage, journalists have contributed 

to the stigmatization of marginalized communities—especially people of color—through the 

overreporting and overemphasis on minor crime (L.A. Times Editorial Board, 2020; Sun, 

2018). The journalistic value of objectivity has been called into question as supporting racism 

in the wake of the murder of George Floyd at the hands of police (Aviles, 2021), and news 

organizations such as the Los Angeles Times have published historical reflections on their 

“failures on race” (L.A. Times Editorial Board, 2020). And most relevant to this dissertation, 

news organizations are rethinking their use of arrest photographs and coverage of minor 

crime. The Marshall Project, a nonprofit news organization dedicated to criminal justice 

advocacy, heralded the decision when many U.S. news organizations began dismantling their 

mugshot galleries because of the disproportionate impact they can have on people of color 

(Blakinger, 2020). This demonstrated a commitment by organizations to prioritize 

minimizing harm to those who find themselves entangled with the criminal justice system in 

lieu of the audience clicks and web advertising revenue such galleries returned; in 2017, 

Tampa Bay Times Editor Neil Brown noted the paper’s mugshot gallery regularly garnered 

one million views each month (Stelloh, 2017).  

The State of the U.S. Media 

Before considering the effects of the rise in unpublishing requests on the American 

news media, several characteristics of the current state of journalism in the United States are 

pertinent to consider.  

Continued Difficulty Adapting to a Digital-First World 

Journalists have continually struggled with technological innovations in the past, and 

the latest challenges related to the transfer to a digital-first, 24/7 news ecology—challenges 
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such as the long tail of publishing, the reach of social media, news aggregation, and public 

participation—are no exception. When it came to the differences in news content across 

mediums, early perspectives from journalists and editors about the differences seemed in 

hindsight deceiving and naive: “If it’s in print, it’s part of the public record and must run 

online” (Glaser, 2005, para. 29).   

In practice, however, it has not been that simple. Karlsson and Stomback (2010) have 

suggested that the 24/7, immediate, and iterative nature of news production and the 

interactivity enabled by digital engagement with audiences have eliminated the analog news 

cycle and instead placed content in a state of ongoing alteration. Information is not only 

edited and added to but may be deleted as well. In short, news becomes a process versus a 

product (Deuze, 2005). This causes issues all along the chain of information consumption, 

including for researchers and historians wishing to obtain original content (Hurwitz et al., 

2016; Karpf, 2012). This lack of permanence of information calls the concept of accuracy 

into question (Widholm, 2016). 

In a world in which everyone can be a publisher, scholars debate the weakening of the 

press’ gatekeeping role (Vos & Thomas, 2018; Wallace, 2018; Vos, 2015; Pantic, 2014) and 

the overall threats to the legitimacy of the journalistic field (Tong, 2018). The “liquidity” of 

news—essentially, the ability of those outside of the profession to use the information along 

with their own perspectives, equates to a loss of control (Deuze, 2008). And the rising levels 

of control of the “digital self” on platforms such as Facebook—platforms in which users are 

virtually in total control over what they choose to share and, to some degree, with whom they 

share—have naturally shifted the public’s interactions with and expectations of the news 

media.  
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Unpublishing might be compared to the difficulties journalists grappled with over 

online corrections to content in the early days of the internet. Standards for correcting online 

errors were not quick to materialize (Maier, 2007), and by 2010 only about half of news 

websites had a formal corrections policy (Cornish, 2010; Follman & Rosenberg, 2010). This 

is just one of many obstacles journalists have faced as they confronted the 24/7, digital-first 

nature of contemporary news work.  

Lastly, the issue of the accuracy of “old” content available on news organizations’ 

websites has called into question the notion of accuracy. As Elliott and Spence (2018) 

argued, this is an issue quite different than correction to content freshly published: 

Now, search engines keep stories easy to access years after 
publication … This has created a quandary for news managers 
who thought that their jobs were done once a story was 
published and had not immediately generated evidence of 
error. As journalism publishes evolving, rather than static, truth 
(see, for example, Elliott 1996), it is not reasonable to expect 
news organizations to update stories that were true at the time 
after initial publication. (p. 40)  
 

This never-ending cycle of potential updates means that “in theory, liquid news stories are 

never finished and could be tweaked forever” (Karlsson, 2012, p. 398). Unpublishing 

elevates the need to further parse that theory, especially because the liquidity of news content 

has normative implications related to journalists’ trustworthiness and editorial integrity 

(Karlsson, 2012). And although Elliott and Spence (2018) note that updating stories initially 

true but not inaccurate based on subsequent facts is unreasonable, it is unknown if audiences 

agree. This is one of many findings that will emerge as the result of this dissertation. 

Organizational Considerations 

In the wake of more corporate mergers and the milking of local news organizations 

for shareholder profit, organizational constraints on the newsroom are difficult to 
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overemphasize. Many limp along with a skeleton crew, while some collapse under 

intolerable financials and others are acquired, then dismantled for profit, by “vulture 

capitalists.” In fact, more than 1,800 local newspapers have folded since 2004, and that 

number excludes other types of media such as broadcast outlets (Abernathy, 2020). The 

Coronavirus pandemic accelerated the collapse of newsrooms in more than 100 additional 

news organizations as of December 2021 (Hare, 2021), and advertising revenue for 

newspapers and broadcast generally took a 20–40% downturn during the timeframe as well 

(Barthel et al., 2020). 

This precariousness of resources, then, can bear upon a news organization’s ability to 

manage requests to unpublish or update old information, especially when confirmation is 

required to document a claim that lesser charges were filed or a criminal case was dismissed. 

Although some larger news organizations such as the Boston Globe have publicly committed 

to doing this legwork internally (“The Globe’s Fresh Start,” n.d.) if required to adjudicate a 

request, smaller outlets may not have that luxury. Even the news giant The New York Times 

took a dismissive stance to the idea that its journalists had the time to return to yesterday’s, or 

yesteryear’s, news to update or contextualize it:  

The Times will be doing little else if it regularly adds notes to 
stories from many years ago in which there have been new 
developments, since each such note or correction requires some 
reporting and there would be something new to say about 
almost every story that has ever been published (Sullivan, 
2018, in Elliott & Spence, p. 50). 
 

The resources required to follow up on a criminal case may seem inconsequential, but 

the legal costs to defend a news organization in court can quickly rise to the level of 

existential crisis.  In 2022, Detroit’s local Deadline Detroit won a lawsuit against a man who 

lost his job and subsequently claimed defamation after being photographed doing a Nazi 
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salute at a school board meeting (Fu, 2022b; “Man Who Gave Nazi Salute,” 2021), yet the 

news organization now owes $10,000 in attorney’s fees. Deadline Detroit editor Allan 

Lengel told the journalism ethics organization the Poynter Institute that the toll on his three-

person newsroom in invested time and financial costs was severe, and the newsroom would 

resort to fundraising to raise the money. Lengel told the Poynter Institute that he was 

unaware of the problem until the man, Paul Marcum, filed the lawsuit. But what if Marcum 

had made an unpublishing request instead? It could be tempting for a resource-strapped news 

editor to quietly remove the content and avoid such a serious threat. 

In fact, evidence shows that such threats pre-publication do influence editorial 

decisions in concerning ways. A Colorado local newspaper was accused of self-censorship 

when it abruptly stopped publishing its reporters’ work about a foreign billionaire who 

invested in land in the area (Fu, 2022a). The Poynter Institute, which covered the issue, 

quoted a letter to the CEO of the news organization by a group of local officials calling for a 

newspaper boycott: 

“Ogden Newspapers chose to side with Doronin’s individual 
dissatisfaction rather than the community’s need to understand 
and converse about such a historic real estate deal and to 
ponder its broader implications for the community” (Fu, 2022a, 
para. 6). 
 

These is no reason to question that as requests—and, undoubtedly, demands with real 

teeth from those in positions of power—to unpublish continue to rise, some newsrooms may 

fold under the pressure, especially when it comes from those wielding political or cultural 

influence. This is arguably one of the most dangerous aspects of the unpublishing 

phenomenon, especially in the “post truth” era: content important for the public to know, 
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such as information about its leaders and government, could be wiped away or rewritten, 

reminiscent of Orwell’s 1984—and democracy suffers negative consequences as a result. 

Public Opinion and Trust 

Of course, the toll on news organizations at the hands of former U.S. President 

Donald Trump, the complex effects of mis- and dis-information, claims of “fake news,” 

media bias, and political polarization cannot be understated. Although public trust in the 

media showed a hopeful trend upward in 2021 during the rise of the Coronavirus pandemic, 

the latest data show another downward trend—although the drop is still above pre-pandemic 

levels (Newman, 2022). In the United States, only 26% of those surveyed by the Reuters 

Institute for the Study of Journalism for its annual Digital News Report said they generally 

trusted the media—and only 41% trusted their own preferred media sources (Jenkins & 

Graves, 2022). Less than half of those surveyed said they were very or extremely interested 

in news at all, a 20% drop since 2015 (Newman, 2022). 

These numbers give reason to question the health of relationships among journalism 

organizations, news workers, and the general public, as does a wealth of research about 

journalism-audience dynamics. The disconnects between the two groups undermine potential 

gains in media trust. One example of this is the ongoing debate concerning the nature of 

journalistic objectivity and its tendency to condone “bothsidesism” news coverage. 

Journalists and the American public take different stances on the issue, with those lacking 

trust in the media more likely to say journalists should cover all sides equally (Forman-Katz 

& Jurkowitz, 2022). These data would indicate that a lack of trust equates to the public 

granting journalists less leeway in the judgment. 
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Specific to unpublishing, journalism ethicists have warned that public awareness of 

the practice might further erode a news organization’s credibility. Poynter Institute ethicist 

Bob Steele warned, “An absence of a piece of information could lead to rumor, falsehood, 

inaccurate actions down the road by somebody because they can’t find the record. The public 

would have every reason to say: ‘What else is missing? What else is altered?’” (Hoyt, 2007). 

Evidence supports this concern; a 2006 Project for Excellence in Journalism project found 

the public expected more transparency from journalists when it came to prominently 

displaying corrections and clarifications (Singer, 2007).  

Calls for Change 

The concerns over norms of objectivity, racism, and other factors have prompted 

academics and industry experts alike to call for significant change to the contemporary roles, 

norms, and values of news work. In fact, some scholars have suggested journalistic ethics 

need a “radical” reset (Ward, 2016). There are calls to disrupt journalism ethics (Ward, 2019) 

and reconsider journalism’s public mandate (Carlson, 2017). And the culture of the internet 

requires the industry to enter into “a new trust situation” (Rosen, 2005, in Singer, 2007). 

Unpublishing provides a valuable case in which to consider how these changes might occur. 

Doing so, however, means potentially letting go or reconceptualizing traditional thoughts, 

norms, and values related to the role of journalism and the principles guiding news work. 

These scholars’ calls for change have also urged journalists to embrace public 

contribution to the development of new standards and practices. This dissertation posits that 

to do so, the profession must confront the underlying tensions between the traditional values 

of accountability to the community and autonomy of practice, ultimately affecting the 

profession’s authority. In a time of anemic public trust in the news media, unwritten and 
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inconsistent editorial policies chip away at the longstanding ethos of standardization as a 

professional identity marker and credibility safeguard (Davenport & Izard, 1985, 1986). 

Based on an analysis of the privacy policies of 15 large U.S. newspapers, Adams (2020) 

recommended news organizations strive for more transparency with users. But the profession 

has not traditionally embraced these external influences. The resistance by most journalists to 

the public journalism movement suggests how they might react to external agents having 

some influence on their decisions. They often resisted public journalism on the grounds that 

it was antithetical to objectivity and autonomy (Waisbord, 2013). 

And because adherence to standardized practices have been a core element of the 

industry’s self-regulation and fundamental to news workers’ claims of journalism’s status as 

a profession, the inconsistency of unpublishing practices make these tensions between 

accountability and autonomy more salient. In a 2004 Quill article, a recap of a call between 

members of the Society of Professional Journalists aiming to identify better ways to improve 

communication between journalists and audiences sheds light on this challenge. The recap of 

the call stated, “The SPJ Code of Ethics says journalists should ‘be accountable,’ but that 

doesn't mean caving into authority or to every critic and whiner” (Brown, 2004, para. 16). 

Accountability, however, is tested at the level of news routines (Singer, 2007; 

Soloski, 1989). What might demonstrations of accountability be? Scholars such as Singer 

(2007) have argued that “it is past time for journalists to pay the construct more than lip 

service in a code of ethics” (p. 90). 

Calls for change do not necessarily dictate abandonment of traditional schools of 

thought, but they do encourage additional scrutiny on those norms potentially taken for 

granted. Some experts in and outside of the industry argue that journalism of today should 
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cling more tightly to the norms of yesterday; these norms may still be pertinent, of course, 

but this argument could also suggest that old news paradigms are difficult to shake. In 2015, 

when the Radio Television Digital News Association unveiled its revised code of ethics, 

stating, “RTDNA's Ethics Committee considered search, social media, ‘native’ content and 

other important changes in the way news is produced, distributed and consumed. The 

committee, however, found that the fundamentals of journalism not only remain relevant, but 

in fact are more essential than ever” (Libin, 2015, para. 2). These fundamentals included 

reporting the truth, independence of editorial work, minimizing harm, and accountability. 

And accuracy, a fundamental responsibility embraced by the profession, still reigns supreme 

in the eyes of both journalists and the public (“Americans and the news media,” 2018). 

The Case of Unpublishing 

Journalists and professional organizations began raising questions related to 

unpublishing in the early 2000s (Timbs et al., 2007), but rising social concerns over the 

boundaries of personal privacy and the potential damage to a person’s reputation have 

intensified the need to better address the issue (Mayer-Schönberger, 2007; Jones, 2006; 

Solove, 2003). Members of the public make unpublishing requests to newsrooms for a 

variety of reasons, including claims that the information is unfair to remain publicly 

available, is too old, is no longer newsworthy, and is no longer accurate (Tenore, 2010; 

English, 2009). Ultimately, the goal is typically an attempt to “clean up” the person’s 

reputation (English, 2009, p. 1). 

For journalists, unpublishing is perceived as a multi-pronged issue that pressures 

news workers to reconsider their ethical values and norms as well as the implications to 

newsroom practices (Dwyer & Painter, 2020; McNealy & Alexander, 2019; Nah & Craft, 
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2019; English, 2009)—and most especially, to face the growing expectations of a public 

expecting more influence on shaping what is, and is not, in the news (Vos et al., 2019). 

Unpublishing is just one of the many consequences of news work in the digital age, a 

transformation that has challenged the legitimacy of journalism (Tong, 2017). 

This dissertation posits that unpublishing, then, is a valuable case from which to 

consider these calls for change discussed previously, as it has the characteristics of a 

disruptive professional issue. Ethical stances on unpublishing have been divergent as possible 

with not only different but polarized views. Some have argued that the practice of 

unpublishing violates journalism’s traditional contract to the public, yet others suggest it 

reflects a modernized contract from which to evolve appropriate norms for the digital age 

(Dwyer & Painter, 2020; Elliott & Spence, 2018; McNealy & Alexander, 2018).  

Ward’s (2019) argument that journalism ethics need “radical conceptual reform” (p. 

1) requires discarding old paradigms and rebuilding fundamental notions of the profession in 

innovative ways. The two key events triggering the need for such a radical reconception of 

journalism are fundamental aspects of unpublishing as it exists today within the profession: 

How do we know when a dominant moral ideology of 
journalism has been undermined and journalism ethics has 
entered a revolutionary period? When two things happen: (a) 
the main ideas of the ideology are disputed, rejected, or ignored 
in practice; there is serious fragmentation in ethical belief and 
(b) the ideology is not useful in addressing new practices and 
new problems, especially during times of rapid change. In sum, 
an ideology is in trouble when it struggles to be a widely 
respected, effective normative guide for practice. At this point, 
disruption is a valid option (p. 3). 
 

This study argues that the case of unpublishing—an emerging pressure within the 

journalism profession, affecting its ideology, relationships with external agents, and news 

practices—is ripe for investigation considering these calls for a reinvisioning of 
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contemporary journalism norms. The apparent confusion and debate over the fundamental 

appropriateness of unpublishing creates a crack in the “cultural cement” of journalists’ status 

as a profession (Deuze, 2005, p. 455, in Hanitzch, 2007). Regaining public trust can only 

benefit from a healthy connection between journalists’ words and actions—news practices 

firmly rooted and justifiable as a legitimate professional practice. Yet research about the 

values journalists most closely associate with unpublishing, and what type of news practices 

those values might call for, is still in its infancy. Amid calls for greater accountability and 

more scrutiny on journalists’ reliance of traditional norms, unpublishing serves as a case 

from which these ideas might take root. 

Previous Research 

Unpublishing news content was the focus of an article in a 2007 newsletter for 

journalism editors. It discussed the “ethical, legal, and privacy issues” arising from the way 

community newspapers “handle (or don’t handle) their ‘digital attics’” (Timbs et al., 2007, p. 

11).  The authors used the “digital attic” euphemism coined by Lasica (1998) in an article 

titled “World Wide Web Never Forgets,” which focused on the rising need for newspapers to 

consider the privacy concerns of audiences just learning that the news would be placed, and 

remain indefinitely, online.  

Since then, a host of industry panel discussions, newsroom announcements of news 

unpublishing policies, opinion pieces, ethics suggestions, book chapters, and to a more 

limited degree, academic research, have acknowledged issues related to unpublishing or a 

U.S. version of the right to be forgotten (see Blakinger, 2020; Dwyer & Painter, 2020; 

Ahmad, 2019; Gajda, 2019; McNealy & Alexander, 2019; Nah & Craft, 2019; Schmidt, 

2019; Shapiro & Rogers, 2019; Bode & Jones, 2018; Jones, 2018; Shapiro & Rogers, 2017; 
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Bode & Jones, 2017; Carter, 2017; Santín, 2017; Zue et al., 2016; Lageson, 2016; Zion & 

Craig, 2015; Currie, 2015; Pantic, 2014; Plaisance, 2014; McBride, 2014; Watson, 2012; 

Jones, 2012; McNealy, 2012; Verdile, 2010; Tenore, 2010; Cornish, 2010; Smith, 2010; 

English, 2009; Timbs et al., 2007). Although early reactions to the phenomenon were 

strident—akin to “airbrushing Trotsky out of the Kremlin picture” (Hoyt, 2007, para. 3) —

some news organizations including the Boston Globe have announced new initiatives to 

allow for the delisting of content, and others will remove names of individuals or other 

content or unpublish altogether (see “The Globe’s Fresh Start Initiative,” n.d.; “Fill out this 

form out,” 2022). Yet resistance to the practice remains, and there is no data to consider 

whether the suggestions by a variety of professional organizations have been adopted. This 

dissertation will address these deficits. 

Even so, what we do know about unpublishing is growing. The core issues can be 

summarized in four ways. The first and most broad conflict is rooted in the First Amendment 

and freedoms of the American news media. The traditional norms of journalism and 

America’s fundamental commitment to free speech are powerful forces in shaping 

journalists’ arguments against unpublishing (Gajda, 2018). American beliefs regarding the 

free flow of information and the rights of the electorate to be informed are clearly 

represented in American theories of democracy. Meiklejohn’s (1948) theory of democratic 

self-governance is founded upon the right of individuals to be adequately informed, 

equipping them with information necessary to effectively participate in and contribute to the 

country’s democratic functions. Mill (1869) and Milton (1999) revere the free flow of 

information as critical to the Marketplace of Ideas, a theory that all voices must be able to 

contribute to the marketplace to ensure robust debate, allow citizens to consider all ideas for 
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themselves, and ultimately allow the “truth” to prevail. Lastly, Blasi’s (1977) Checking 

Value or “watchdog” role of the press requires access to information for journalists to 

properly place checks on government power on behalf of the citizenry makes a 

compassionate response difficult for a profession committed to truth and accuracy.  

Second, unpublishing calls into a conflict a variety of values and norms traditionally 

considered defining elements of journalism. Interviews with 12 editorial decisionmakers at 

news outlets in the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia indicated that the 

unpublishing phenomenon was conceptualized in three ways and represented a clear conflict 

of professional loyalties (Dwyer & Painter, 2020). First, it was seen as a threat to 

professional autonomy and the journalistic pursuit of the truth, identified as loyalty to the 

profession. Secondly, editors indicated a clear responsibility to minimize harm to sources, 

identified as loyalty to individuals outside of the profession. Lastly, journalists expressed 

concerns about the balance of individual privacy and the accuracy of a historic record, or 

their loyalty to society. These conflicts in loyalty raise questions about professional ideology, 

norms and values, and relationships with audiences—all which are explored in this 

dissertation. 

Thirdly, the absence of industry-adopted standard practices has resulted in significant 

inconsistency both within individual news organizations and industry wide, prompting many 

newsrooms to default to a “case-by-case” approach (Pantic, 2014; English, 2009). However, 

several journalism professional organizations, trade groups, and academics have proposed 

guidelines or decision-making frameworks (see Schmidt, 2019; McNealy & Alexander, 

2019; RTDNA, 2015; Zion & Craig, 2015; SPJ, 2014; McBride, 2014; Tenore, 2010; 

English, 2009; RTDNA, n.d.; ONA, n.d.), which offer those aware of them a starting point 
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for developing unpublishing policies and procedures. Both the Poynter Institute (McBride, 

2014) and the Associated Press Managing Editors (APME) “Long Tail of News” report 

based on the initial 2009 industry survey suggest unpublishing be considered a last resort; 

APME’s list of recommended practices begins with the statement, “We are in the publishing 

business and generally should not unpublish” (English, 2009, p. 15). Both also emphasize 

making an effort to clearly explain the organization’s policy to the public and to those 

requesting information about themselves be unpublished. The Poynter Institute’s suggestions 

are more tactical in nature, including maintaining the original URL of the unpublished 

content with an explanation for the removal (McBride, 2014). Another of English’s (2009) 

suggestions in the APME guidelines is to unpublish by consensus rather than one individual 

adjudicating when to “unring the bell” (p. 15); however, more than 70% of journalists 

surveyed in 2017 indicated the editor in chief, managing editor, or another individual made 

unpublishing decisions, and less than seven percent reported that their organization had a 

committee in place to review requests (Dwyer, 2017).  

One issue in particular makes discussion about developing standards within the 

industry trickier to decipher. Many, if not most, organizations that staunchly claim they never 

unpublish typically will, in fact, do so in situations they perceive to be special or extreme 

(personal communications with news editors, 2017). The New York Times’ senior editor for 

standards’ explanation of the organization’s policy alludes to this phenomenon when 

following up his statement “We have a strict policy on unpublishing: We don’t,” with the 

very next sentence that begins, “If a special case arises…” (Brock as cited in Sullivan, 2013, 

para. 10). He goes on to explain they in fact do have a policy for those cases that could 

ultimately result in unpublishing. Interviews with editors and public editors identified one 
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particular situation considered extreme enough to break their steadfast rule: instances in 

which a person making an unpublishing request claimed to be suicidal. In each of those 

cases, the organization required documentation by a physician to confirm the person’s mental 

state, but ultimately unpublished the information in question (Dwyer & Painter, 2020). 

Similarly, digital-native news site BuzzFeed’s editorial standards claim editorial posts 

should never be removed for content reasons or because an advertiser or other interested 

party requests it, yet the organization made waves in the press when it deleted several posts, 

including one critical of an advertiser’s new campaign (LaFrance, 2015). An editorial in the 

Atlantic questioned BuzzFeed’s behavior, but cautioned others from throwing stones: 

“Perhaps the real explanation is less nefarious as a reflection of BuzzFeed and more troubling 

for the state of the larger media industry: Unpublishing is easy. Editorial decisions are 

sometimes arbitrary” (LaFrance, 2015, para. 12). 

Most recently, several professional journalism associations have published suggested 

ethical approaches and editorial practices related to unpublishing (RTDNA, n.d.; ONA, n.d.). 

Although these suggestions are a step toward addressing unpublishing across the news 

industry, there is no mandate to adopt any specific set of guidelines, and the guidelines from 

various organizations are not always consistent. Therefore, the influences supporting 

inconsistency across news organizations may be stronger than any attempts to standardize 

practices among U.S. media—an inconsistency that also works against the defense of 

journalism’s professional status. 

In addition to suggested best practices to guide unpublishing decisions, scholars 

McNealy and Alexander (2018) proposed a broad ethical decision-making framework that 

rests on a balancing test between newsworthiness and information sensitivity. Although the 



  54 

framework does attempt to contextualize the challenges between newsworthiness and an 

individual’s desire to protect their personal information, it is (potentially purposefully) 

vague. Similar to existing journalistic ethical codes (RTDNA, 2019; SPJ, 2019; ONA, n.d.), 

the framework brings awareness to important considerations when making ethical decisions 

such as those associated with unpublishing. However, it is not designed to provide the 

explicit suggestions that many in the industry desire, again leaving newsrooms without clear 

direction from which to make decisions.  

In addition to academic and industry developments, some news organizations have 

begun shifting news practices, primarily focused on the effects of reporting minor crime. As 

perspectives about removing published content have evolved, so have attitudes about 

updating certain pre-publication practices that might reduce the number of takedown requests 

in years to come. There is also an emerging trend surrounding the publication of the identities 

and mugshots of individuals charged with lower-level crimes or before they are officially 

charged or convicted (Owen, 2018; Blom, 2017; Wang, 2017). A nonprofit online news 

outlet in Connecticut has a policy to refrain from using the name or mugshot of an individual 

who has simply been arrested with three exceptions: arrests of public figures, arrests 

associated with a public emergency, and cases in which the news outlet speaks to the accused 

individual directly (Wang, 2017).  

Crime is a significant driver of unpublishing requests, and news organizations are 

beginning to consider how technology can assist in minimizing harm and guarding against 

future unpublishing requests. The Southeast Missourian is one of several news sites that have 

instituted policies to “sunset” police and court reports after a period of time (Picht, 2018; 

Downey, 2017). These policies automatically add computer code to delist the identified 
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records from search results or remove the reports from its publicly accessible news archive 

after a set period of time. The Southeast Missourian’s policy follows the delisting process to 

ensure Google cannot “find” the article after six years; the information is still available on 

the news site, however (Picht, 2018). 

Another organization has gone much further in their engagement with audiences on 

the topic; they have launched a “right to be forgotten experiment” that invites the public to 

request reports of their minor crimes in the past be removed (Quinn, 2018). The requirements 

mandated that the crime had been sealed or expunged by the courts, and crimes involving 

violence, sex, or public corruption were ineligible. In two months’ time, the news 

organization had unpublished five articles (Quinn, 2019). At that time, the organization 

expanded its offer to include other articles causing individuals embarrassment, whether 

crime-related or not. The news site offers a special email address, 

tobeforgotten@cleveland.com, to the public to submit their requests and has created a 

committee to review submitted cases (Quinn, 2019). 

The news industry will likely need to consider how unpublishing may affect revenue 

as well through their websites that aggregate local arrest reports or host mugshot galleries 

(Rojas & Del Toro, 2016). Growing state legislation to curtail mugshot “extortion” sites—a 

cottage industry unaffiliated with news organizations—targets the sites’ practice of charging 

substantial sums of money to individuals who wish to remove their arrest history (typically, 

only to see it arise again on another site managed by the same company) (Rostron, 2013). 

Although the legislation has not targeted the use of mugshots in the news and the news 

organizations typically profess the sites provide a public service, the publication of dedicated 
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mugshot sites that offer an inexpensive method of driving revenue may need to be revisited 

from an ethical and practical perspective.  

These developments notwithstanding, and arguably most concerning, is that fact that 

there is little consensus about what, exactly, unpublishing means both as a concept and a 

practice. In addition to the takedown of content, for example, in some contexts the term may 

instead refer to other news practices such as the delisting of links to that content on a search 

engine, the removal of a person’s name only from the content, the addition of an editor’s 

note, or even the publication of a new article. As identified above, pre-publication practices 

are also incorporated into the unpublishing phenomenon. But even more confounding is the 

broader conceptualization of the challenge. Some early professionals concerned about 

unpublishing understood the issue to not really be about initially publishing the information, 

nor taking it down; instead, it was a lack of accuracy as “facts” changed over time. One 

editor suggested that the problem was not with initially publishing issues in the public record, 

such as news of an arrest when it occurred; however, if the case ultimately resulted in an 

individual’s charges being dropped or lowered, the newspaper’s online public record was not 

reflective of the update (Smith, 2010). This issue of accuracy is of upmost importance to 

audiences as well; a 2020 Reuter’s survey indicated that accuracy and impartiality were the 

“defining” characteristics of trusted news content (Reuters Communications, 2020). This 

dissertation will address these questions as well. 

The next chapter will continue to place the unpublishing phenomenon in context 

using the theoretical framework adopted in this study. This framework pulls together threads 

of three conceptualizations of news work and journalism as a profession, and the ties 

between the two. More specifically, it provides a lens from which to consider contemporary 
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values and norms of journalism, especially ones most related to unpublishing. In addition to 

helping explain the importance of normalized routines to the credibility of the profession, the 

theoretical framework places the concepts of journalistic authority, professional autonomy, 

and accountability to the public in context within this research. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter presents the theoretical perspectives that guided this research, which knit 

together concepts from traditional journalism and cultural studies. First, the study used the 

Hierarchy of Influences (HOI) theoretical framework (Reese & Shoemaker, 2016; 

Shoemaker & Reese, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996) to position 

unpublishing as a topic of inquiry and identify its multiple implications to the journalism 

profession within layers of the hierarchy. The present study focused on two levels of the 

hierarchy: the routines level, focused on the news practices journalists enact in their work, 

and the ideological level, concerned with the influences on the profession and institution 

more broadly. The chapter then turns to literature concerning the journalistic paradigm, or the 

news logic consisting of unwritten norms and values guiding news work, to explain how 

unpublishing exacerbates conflicts among paradigmatic norms. Included in this section is 

prior research concerning the role of professional codes of ethics and editorial policies in 

guiding adherence to these norms. Lastly, the chapter uses the theories of sociology of the 

professions and boundary work to consider journalism’s shifting boundaries, cultural capital, 

and broader role as a social agent, as well as to suggest how journalists might signal the 

evolution or defense of traditional norms through policy discourse about unpublishing 

(Carlson, 2017; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017; Carlson & Lewis, 2015; Benson, 2006; Bourdieu, 

1998; Dahlgren & Sparks, 1992).  Reese (2019) has called for contemporary journalism 

scholarship to acknowledge both perspectives.  
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Situating Unpublishing Among the Hierarchy of Influences 

Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996) original theoretical framework of influences on news 

content—later updated by Shoemaker and Vos (2009) and the original scholars (Reese & 

Shoemaker, 2016; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014)—identifies five realms of influence ranging 

from the micro to macro in scope. The Hierarchy of Influences (HOI), diverging from the 

traditional processes and effects theoretical perspectives of post-World War II journalism 

scholarship, identifies influences at the levels of individual news workers, newsroom 

routines, journalism organizations, journalism as a social institution, and the more complex 

societal systems in which journalism operates. The researchers suggested this typology, 

rooted in the early work on news routines by media sociologists such as Herbert Gans (1979) 

and Todd Gitlin (1980), enables more structured and insightful research focused on news 

content as a dependent variable by taking into account the influence’s impact on a particular 

realm, and among others (Reese & Shoemaker, 2016; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). The HOI 

has been criticized for lacking the explanatory power of classic theory, but the original 

scholars suggest it nevertheless has conceptual and systematic value by offering consistent 

terminology and a method to synthesize findings across research in the field (Reese, 2019). 

This seems especially true for a new phenomenon such as unpublishing, just gaining 

momentum as a topic of inquiry. 

However, the industry’s radical disruption at the hands of technology, ownership 

trends, economic challenges, and massive layoffs has shifted more recent scholarship to 

adopt spatially oriented cultural perspectives. Reese (2016, 2019), for example, uses 

Bourdieu’s (1998) field theory to consider journalism’s agency and role in cultural 

production in tandem with other spheres of society. The shift also extends conceptual 
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boundaries of the field to recognize global connectivity (Reese, 2016) as well as to convey 

less definition between journalists and audiences (Vos et al., 2019). Reese continues to 

embrace the value of the HOI rooted in journalism studies, but he acknowledges that today’s 

fluidity between the historically fixed levels of the hierarchy, the decline of institutional 

journalism’s dominance, and the rise of Anderson’s (2013) “assemblages” of actors working 

among and between less formalized types of journalism structures warrant new theorizing 

and conceptual perspectives. 

Even so, the HOI is helpful to situate unpublishing as a topic of study within news 

work, the journalism profession, and society more broadly. This dissertation focused on 

unpublishing’s influences on news practices—the routines level—and the broader 

implications to the ideology of the profession, or journalism as a social institution. Each level 

of the HOI has value to the ongoing exploration of unpublishing, however. Other empirical 

inquires related to unpublishing that might be pursued are presented within the HOI 

framework in the proposed future research section of Chapter Nine. 

Unpublishing’s Disruption of the Journalistic Paradigm 

Hindman (2005) describes the journalistic paradigm as “the fundamental ways 

[journalists] define, gather, process, and present information” (p. 226). Through the 

professional practices that make up the news paradigm, knowledge is transferred to the 

public (Hall, 1985). Yet these systems of thought and behavior are typically inexplicit codes 

of conduct understood by those working within the profession (Hindman & Thomas, 2013). 

Conceptualizations of these systems of thought vary, however, with scholars identifying 

paradigmatic features as tenets and ideology (Cecil, 2002; Berkowitz, 2000). Regardless of 

more theoretical debates, professional norms and values often equated with journalistic  
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Figure 2. 
The Hierarchy of Influences Framework 

 

reporting routines and practices, such as objectivity, are commonly considered integral to the 

paradigm (Reese, 1990).  

Yet as important as the paradigm is to the nature of news work, it is only when the 

paradigm is violated that it is fully exposed and therefore more easily examined (Vos & 

Moore, 2018). These violations require “repair” to the paradigm, as breaches of conduct call 

journalists’ professional credibility into question. This prompts journalists to defend the 

boundaries of acceptable practices (see Carlson, 2017; Hindman & Thomas, 2013; 

Coddington, 2012; Carlson, 2011; Berkowitz, 2000; Reese, 1990). Discourse including this 

“boundary work,” then, is a rich source of inquiry about the norms and values leveraged to 

restore the paradigm of professional news work. 

Newsroom practices, or the “strategic rituals” described by Tuchman (1972), are 

deeply entrenched and therefore can be difficult for news professionals to change. Fullerton 

and Patterson (2013) asserted that the tendency in journalism to maintain the status quo is in 
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part achieved through these “ritualized, largely unexamined habits” (p. 124). The scholars’ 

assertion was apparent in Bennett, Gressett, and Haltom’s (1985) account of a television 

news crew so unconsciously wedded to its systematic routines that it failed to intervene when 

a man set himself on fire for the cameras. This perspective is beneficial to consider as 

unpublishing pressures news organizations to reconsider entrenched practices carried over 

from the pre-digital era and often enacted without scrutiny. 

Just how the transition to a digital-first news ecology has affected the paradigm, 

however, is not clear; scholars have noted that there is no paradigm identified specifically for 

digital news work (Chadwick, 2013; Franklin, 2012; Ryfe, 2012). Therefore, unpublishing, 

as a digital-born problem, is yet to be positioned within or outside of the paradigm. Hindman 

(2005) suggests that journalists have four choices when the paradigm is threatened: ignore 

the issue that is challenging the paradigm; publicly acknowledge the journalistic norm, 

practice, or value's shortcomings; change components of the paradigm; or attempt to repair it 

by separating themselves from the offending character or organization. This study advances 

understanding of how journalists are reacting to the challenges unpublishing presents. 

Whether they are acknowledging weaknesses in traditional norms in the face of pressures to 

unpublish, identifying unpublishing as anathema to the industry, or taking another tactic to 

respond to the phenomenon adds depth to contemporary understanding of journalists and the 

paradigmatic assumptions guiding their work. 

One key aspect of the shift in the paradigm underlying news work is Deuze’s (2008) 

and Karlsson’s (2012) conceptualization of the “liquidity” of online news. This concept of 

living content helps situate the core issues at the heart of unpublishing as a journalistic 

challenge because it rests not on the idea of the permanence of online information, but 
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instead on its lifecycle and subsequent need for ongoing attention. Digital news is continually 

evolving for a myriad of reasons, including the need to update information as events unfold, 

clarify previously reported information, and correct errors. If today’s media content is 

continuously shifting and evolving, is the expectation that content considered harmful to 

individuals be maintained?  

Journalistic Norms and Values 

 As part of the journalistic paradigm, traditional journalistic norms and values are 

likely to weigh heavily into the industry’s consideration of unpublishing or otherwise 

manipulating content they once determined was in the public’s interest to know. Taking into 

consideration the often-fleeting lifespan of information on the internet, an unyielding 

commitment to traditional journalism norms may seem more or less appropriate in the eyes 

of some editors. Therefore, it is important to consider some of the most common norms and 

values that have either been raised in popular discourse about the unpublishing phenomenon 

or might be expected to be suggested as factors within editorial policies. These norms and 

values—many which form the foundation of journalism ethics codes and news polices— are 

discussed in more detail below. 

Minimize Harm. The second tenet of the Society of Professional Journalists’ code of 

ethics includes the most direct, and therefore the most typically considered, ethical guidance 

appropriate to unpublishing. These include balancing the public’s right to know with the 

potential harm or discomfort that those involved might experience; having compassion for 

those subjects that might need special consideration, such as juveniles or survivors of sexual 

assault; acknowledging that private people have more rights to protect their private 

information than do public officials or celebrities; and most explicitly, considering the long-
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term implications that content published online can cause (SPJ, 2019). However, scholars 

have questioned the contradictory nature of the SPJ code when decisions between seeking 

truth and minimizing harm must be made (Blom, 2017). This balance is even more difficult 

in contemporary society, when both demands for transparency and reducing the racism and 

power differentials exacerbated by news media (discussed later) are highly pertinent. 

In the face of increasing desire by members of the public to protect their digital 

reputations and these societal pressures, a key question for the news media entails finding the 

elusive line of acceptability between an individual’s right to privacy and the public’s right to 

be informed (Gajda, 2018; Post, 2017; de Mars & O’Callaghan, 2016; McNealy, 2012). In 

interviews with editors at local, national, and international news outlets, many expressed 

empathy for the human toll the long tail of publishing can exact on those wanting to erase it. 

“It ties people up in knots,” one editor stated. “Journalists are human beings…no one is 

Solomon” (personal communication with news editor, 2017). And Solove (2007) argues that 

if the United States is considered the “land of second chances,” anchoring someone to the 

mistakes of his past is “an enduring reduction in social status to a lesser kind of person” and 

denies him the opportunity to improve himself (p. 94). 

Be Accountable and Transparent. Conceptions of journalistic accountability to those 

outside the profession often include demonstrations of transparency, or an openness about 

editorial practices and processes that allows for external scrutiny (Karlsson, 2011; Singer, 

2007; Deuze, 2005). Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001) proposed the Rule of Transparency, 

which calls for “embedding in news reports a sense of how the story came to be and why it 

was presented as it was” (p. 83). Although this conception does not address embedding 
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transparency within other processes such as corrections or unpublishing practices, it logically 

follows that similar expectations concerning transparency would be appropriate. 

There has been a move in recent years to demonstrate higher levels of transparency in 

journalism. Increased transparency with audiences and embracing the public’s ability to 

contribute—not only into specific acts of reporting but also in consideration of the 

normative nature of news work—are characteristics found in Graves’ conception of 

annotative journalism (2015). Although more transparency is considered to equate to less 

professional independence, McBride and Rosensteil (2013) claim, “…transparency will 

drive journalists to actions and accountability that independence did not” (p. 4). The 

scholars identify transparency as a guard against conflicts of interest and promote it as a key 

norm that should be emphasized when discussing modern journalism with the public. 

Specific to unpublishing, McBride (2014) has advised newsrooms that “…it should be 

executed in the full light of day” (para. 10).  

What transparency means related to unpublishing is far from formalized, however. 

The 2017 survey of journalists found 86.6% of respondents believed transparency was an 

important factor in unpublishing (Dwyer, 2017). Journalists struggling with unpublishing 

often reference the EU’s right to be forgotten legislation, which could provide American 

media insight into how to be transparent when it comes to removing news content from the 

internet. Scholars including Bennett (2012) and Powles (2015) have noted that roughly 40% 

of requests to Google under the EU’s right to be forgotten legislation are granted—a quasi-

legislative power the EU government granted to private search engine corporations with little 

oversight (Gajda, 2018). The corporation has little legal mandate to be transparent about its 

decision-making process, but in the years since the RTBF was enacted, it has produced a 
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Transparency Report providing basic information provided to the public. In early 2020, the 

report indicated more than 800,000 requests have been made to delist more than three million 

links7.  

The lack of oversight regarding Google’s delisting practices was criticized after an 

innovative methodological study on delisted web links found that the most prominent 

categories for removals included such surprising topics as violent crime, DUI, murder, and 

sexual assault (Xue et al., 2016). This has prompted calls for more transparency by search 

engines regarding their specific decision-making processes and details on the nature of 

approved and denied requests.  

Professional Integrity and Credibility. An overwhelming majority of surveyed editors 

(Dwyer, 2017) identified audience trust, journalistic credibility, and content accuracy as 

threatened by the notion of unpublishing. Unpublishing invites opportunities for corruption 

and censorship at the hands of elites or others with the agency to take advantage of the ability 

to refresh their digital reputations. Acharya (2015) warns that a lack of transparency and 

oversight in newsrooms that unpublish will invite attempts to manipulate the press, which 

could further degrade public trust of the media.  

Although at present the focus regarding unpublishing is on requests by individuals, 

pressures will likely grow in the future to remove news items for corporations, government 

officials, and other social institutions. BuzzFeed received widespread condemnation when it 

was revealed that several articles had been deleted based on pressure from its business and 

advertising departments. After Hasbro, the maker of the board game Monopoly, and 

BuzzFeed agreed to a joint marketing campaign, a BuzzFeed editor posted an item titled 

 
7 See https://transparencyreport.google.com/eu-privacy/ 
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“Why Monopoly is the worst game in the world, and what you should play instead” that 

began with the line, “Monopoly is shite.” At present, the original URL for the article states, 

“This post was removed at the request of the author,” but does offer a link to the item on a 

separate page8. The post’s URL, however, is not indexed by web crawlers for search engines 

like Google because BuzzFeed added the text file “robots.txt” code used to “hide” URLs 

from search engines (Trotter, 2015). 

Considering the Interests Served. Questions of whose interest is served by 

unpublishing must be answered as well. Edelman (1989) asks, if a victim asks for a news 

story to be removed, has he in effect robbed the public of information about the perpetrator 

they may need for safety and security? If the perpetrator requests the removal, how does that 

align with the rights of the victim? Related concerns focus on the potential for unpublishing 

to exacerbate social stigmas such as racial stereotypes, prompting one news editor to revise 

his news organization’s policy of automatically publishing mugshots with crime stories 

(Canan, 2020).  

Respect and Sensitivity. Although this study focuses on American perspectives and 

challenges related to unpublishing, cultural factors must be acknowledged as having a 

substantial effect on the approaches considered appropriate by news organizations in other 

countries. In one survey of American and South Korean journalists (Nah & Craft, 2019), 

scholars found that approaches aligned with each country’s social orientation. In the 

individualistic society of the United States, journalists focused on journalistic autonomy, 

while journalists in the collectivist culture of South Korea focused on protecting individual 

privacy and minimizing harm to those in the news. 

 
8  See https://www.buzzfeed.com/catesevilla/update 
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The Role of Journalism Codes of Ethics and Editorial Policies 

A commitment to journalism ethics has long been a hallmark of the identity of 

professional news workers and a method by which they hold themselves accountable (Craft, 

2017). Originating from the Hutchins Commission in the late 1940s, the Social 

Responsibility Theory of the press upholds press freedom, yet not without accountability to 

those it serves and some sort of external controls to ensure that power is used judiciously. 

The theory includes an expectation that journalism is committed to the truth, accuracy, and 

maintenance of professional standards, including the understanding that free expression must 

coexist with the rights of private citizens (Gerald, 1963). Although there is no professional 

consequence for refusing to adopt or adhere to ethical standards, the expectation is that 

journalists will regulate themselves for the good of society (Christians, 1985/86). 

From the original calls for a more ethically responsible press, trade associations and 

news organizations have developed their own ethics guidelines as part of this commitment to 

being accountable, starting with Sigma Delta Chi in the early 20th Century (Wilkins & 

Brennen, 2004). Today, more than 400 media ethics codes exist (Hare, 2015). Yet amid calls 

for more transparency and input from the public in contemporary society, external audiences 

have been excluded from the development of ethics codes. Even the most recent trade 

association updates to industry guidelines were developed behind closed doors, without input 

or consultation with those outside of the profession (Culver, 2017).  

Digital journalism has indeed challenged traditional notions of ethical news practice. 

Scholars have cited the complications derived from attempting to apply traditional codes of 

ethics to digital news production, especially as digital content is shared across platforms and 

technologies (Zion & Craig, 2015). Therefore, new ethics guidance has been explored for 
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topics including linking to online content (de Maeyer, 2015), curated journalism (Martin, 

2015), live tweeting (Hewett, 2015), and others. Unpublishing and the broader issues related 

to digital corrections have emerged within these ethical discussions as well, although, as 

stated previously, no standards have been adopted across the industry. 

A common suggestion is that a socially responsible approach to unpublishing would, 

at its foundation, weigh the public’s right to know against an individual’s right to privacy 

(Carbone, 2015). Journalists would be expected to adjudicate requests in a consistent, fair, 

and equitable manner. Unfortunately, these high-level values are not substantive enough to 

produce an effective unpublishing strategy. Similarly, the aspirational language of the 

Society of Professional Journalists (2019), the Online News Association (n.d.), and the Radio 

Television Digital News Association (2019) codes of ethics provide some level of guidance, 

yet do not equate to definitive answers to the day-to-day questions unpublishing raises in the 

newsroom. The SPJ Code of Ethics’ last update in 2014, however, did consider the 

challenges of a digital-first news ecology and addressed some of them in its revised codes. 

More recent announcements by the RTDNA and ONA have provided some guidance specific 

to unpublishing, although primarily focused on pre-publication practices related to minor 

crime reporting and offering less clear guidance on post-publication practices. 

In summary, although aspirational codes of ethics are helpful to broadly define the 

bounds of acceptable news practice, they fall short of providing clear guidance to newsrooms 

struggling to address the ethical and practical challenges related to unpublishing. If these 

values do indeed drive news practices, however, they should be identifiable within and help 

shape more specific editorial policies developed by individual news organizations. The next 

section explores the role of these policies as they relate to the unpublishing phenomenon. 
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The Role of Editorial Policy 

News organizations often develop editorial policies that newsroom practices are 

expected to follow and therefore serve as a rich source from which to explore the norms and 

values said organizations adopt as representing responsible journalism. The role of policies, 

however, not only help establish the bounds of acceptable professional behavior (Soloski, 

1989); they serve as a method from which to garner public trust and professional credibility, 

and demonstrate accountability to the public (see Kulver, 2017; Blöbaum, 2014; Amster & 

McClain, 2002).  

Although editorial policies are plentiful, these policies have not been widely studied 

(see Davenport and Izard, 1985, 1986). This creates a dearth of understanding, especially as 

it relates to how editorial guidelines shape professional identities of journalists. Existing 

studies have focused on topics such as user privacy policies and data sharing practices of 

digital news organizations (Adams, 2020), news workers’ social media guidelines (Duffy & 

Knight, 2019; Lee, 2016), and conflict of interest policies (George et al., 2021). 

Unpublishing, then, is ripe to be explored through this source of content. 

Discussions regarding unpublishing have tended to focus on the industry’s inability to 

establish agreed-upon newsroom policy on at least three fundamental levels. First is the 

decision whether unpublishing is acknowledged as a legitimate practice (and therefore 

requiring the establishment of routines) at all; some news outlets will consider an 

individual’s request, while others claim they resolutely refuse to unpublish (Dwyer & 

Painter, 2020; McNealy & Alexander, 2018; Pantic, 2014; English, 2009). The next policy 

decision requires the development of professional standards regarding what content will be 

considered for removal, how those requests are made, who makes those decisions, how the 
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removal takes place, and more. Thirdly, organizations must decide how, if at all, they will 

make decisions and related practices regarding unpublishing transparent to audiences. 

Therefore, related to editorial policy, news organizations willing to consider 

unpublishing requests must answer a virtually never-enduring barrage of questions—and not 

only concerning post-publication. The term unpublishing implies a practice that occurs post-

publication, but the phenomenon itself has the potential to affect all stages of the reporting, 

editing, and content archiving processes in modern newsrooms. The following questions are 

by no means exhaustive:  

Who is considered as legitimate to request content be unpublished? Are there separate 

considerations for private individuals, public officials, or corporations, for example, or are 

there different considerations for someone convicted of a crime versus the individual named 

as a victim in the same report? What professional values guide the outlet’s policy, and how is 

that policy effectively communicated to staff and those outside the organization? What is the 

process to submit an unpublishing request? Who receives that request, and how is it 

documented and processed? Who is granted the authority to grant or deny requests, and how 

are those decisions made? Who is granted the role of removing the content in question, and 

what process protects against rogue acts of censorship? Are alternatives to unpublishing 

legitimized, such as anonymizing names or writing follow-up articles? What oversight exists 

over these decisions? What level of transparency is offered to the public, and how? Once 

deleted from public view, is the exacted information erased, or is it stored elsewhere? Are 

proactive measures to protect against the need to unpublish in place? What are the limits of 

ethical practices related to unpublishing, and how are ethical breaches identified and 

addressed? And what, if any, responsibility does the news organization assume on behalf of 



  72 

individuals in news articles similar to that of someone making an unpublishing request, but 

that lacks the agency to navigate making a request in the first place? This is not a 

comprehensive list of the considerations news organizations face by far. However, 

identifying the dozens of factors at play helps illustrate the somewhat ironic nature of 

unpublishing as a professional practice: the simple act of pressing the delete key is by no 

means simple.  

This study argues that editorial policies are both a representation of emerging 

industry practices related to unpublishing and a rich source of the boundary work news 

leaders undertake to either protect or expand traditional boundaries of the profession, which 

will be discussed in the following section. Editorial policies also represent statements of 

authority and accountability by news leaders. Analysis of the policies, then, accomplished 

three goals. First, it created the first synthesis of emerging digital news policies on the topic 

of unpublishing. Second, it identified the normative values reflected in those policies, 

especially those related to journalistic authority and accountability to the public. Lastly, the 

results, analysis, and recommendations offer actionable guidance for news organizations and 

posits priorities for future research.   

Journalism Professionalism and Boundary Work 

The emergence of “Web 2.0” allowing virtually anyone to be a publisher invited new 

entrants into the journalistic field, causing significant disruption within the industry (Carlson, 

2017; Carlson & Lewis, 2015; Singer, 2007). Citizen journalism, the use of big data, 

algorithmic journalism, machine learning, and artificial intelligence are just some of the 

sources of disruption that prompt shifts in the boundaries of journalism as a profession. 

Despite protests by traditional journalists, industry norms and practices are affected as a 
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result of those outside the field (Witschge & Nyrgren, 2009). The unpublishing phenomenon, 

then, as an influence initiated by those external to the journalism field, places pressure on the 

profession’s boundaries and identity. 

Technological disruption in the digital age raises questions regarding who is 

considered a journalist, what constitutes an act of journalism, where journalism is conducted 

(Carlson, 2017; Carlson & Lewis, 2015), and how the field is legitimized (Tong, 2018), all 

critically important to define a common mission of those in the news business. However, 

these questions are not as new as might be expected. The history of journalism has been 

fraught with existential questions about its claim of professional status, as the field lacks 

several of the traits fundamental to the classic definition of the term (Waisbord, 2013; 

Bourdieu, 1998). Journalists do not possess a monopoly on any contextually bound realm of 

knowledge as is the case with classic professions such as medicine and law, nor do they have 

a credentialing process that would bar individuals from being able to join their ranks 

(Schudson, 1978). The traditional “institutions” of journalism are no longer the predominant 

actors within the journalistic field; today, journalism takes place in individuals’ homes, in 

nonprofit and advocacy organizations, within government institutions, and elsewhere. 

Waisbord (2013) points to additional issues including the fact that journalists lack full 

independence from their employers, must comply with rules established outside of the 

profession (e.g. economic pressures from advertisers, reliance on political agents as sources 

of information), and the lack of any single professional association to which journalists 

belong. These are just a few of the reasons that senior journalism scholars Weaver and 

Wilhoit (1986) claim that “journalism is of a profession, but not in one” (p. 145). Despite 

these issues, journalists have engaged in a “professionalizing project” (Larson, 2013) in an 
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effort to reap the rewards of power and prestige that come with professional status (Larson & 

Larson, 1977).  

Metajournalistic Discourse and Boundary Work 

The theoretical conceptions of metajournalistic discourse and journalists’ boundary 

work to maintain professional status are a primary lens through which this dissertation 

explored the unpublishing phenomenon. Metajournalistic discourse can be conceptualized as 

“journalism about journalism” that not only emerges through discourse by journalists, but by 

other actors in society including the public, government, scholars, media critics, and in pop 

culture (Ferrucci, 2018; Carlson, 2017). It is a tool to discuss journalists’ societal role; 

journalists use metajournalistic discourse as an opportunity to construct narratives about their 

work (Carlson, 2016), defend their practices and ideology (Deuze, 2005; Cecil, 2002), 

establish their epistemic authority (Gieryn, 1999), and guard the normative boundaries of the 

field (Carlson, 2012; Carlson, 2007; Berkowitz, 2000; Bourdieu, 1998). Metajournalistic 

discourse helps journalists defend themselves as those best suited to be producers of 

knowledge as well as justify why they need to be granted the autonomy to produce it 

(Carlson, 2017). Metajournalistic discourse is also embedded in news work through its 

“professional logic” (Waisbord, 2013; Lewis, 2012) as a means to protect the boundaries of 

journalism’s professional jurisdiction and legitimize the field (Abbott, 1988). These 

boundaries relate to a variety of aspects within the profession including ethics, news 

practices, the actors involved, and professional norms. Because professional norms are 

boundary markers (Singer, 2015), they were a solid empirical tool from which to analyze the 

policy sample in this study. 
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This study suggests that news policies are one location from which to study 

metajournalistic discourse, especially concerning any commentary news organizations 

present to contextualize their policy decisions. Within this discourse about unpublishing, it 

would be expected that journalists conduct “boundary work,” because the phenomenon 

challenges the boundaries of the profession and requires active defense of those boundaries 

(Carlson, 2016, 2012; Gieryn, 1999). Metajournalistic discourse can continually shift as 

necessary during this work to renegotiate the boundaries of the profession in the face of 

changes in the field—such as the pressure to unpublish—and in other fields within society, 

such as the rise in the ability to control one’s image in the digital age, as well as growing 

privacy concerns. Case studies of boundary work illuminate the nuances in particular 

situations, such as the aforementioned case in which the television news crew did not stop a 

man intent to be filmed as he set himself on fire (Bennett et al., 1985).  

Through a typology of journalistic boundary work, Carlson and Lewis (2015) offer an 

effective way to conceptualize the role of metajournalistic discourse through the lens of 

performance. The typology indicates the performance of boundary work responds to 

particular challenges to the actors, practices, and norms of journalism. Journalism discourse 

may indicate a willingness to expand the boundaries of the field and accept unpublishing as 

ethical, for example, or discourse could indicate journalists’ attempts to expel the threat by 

delegitimizing the notion of unpublishing as outside the bounds of acceptable professional 

practice.  

Carlson and Lewis’ approach (2015) is similar to Vos and Thomas’ (2018) 

longitudinal study of metajournalistic discourse in trade publications, which indicated that 

societal shifts such as the emergence of social media and Donald Trump’s rise to power 
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caused boundary work to change its shape. The means to defend the profession against 

“deviant actors” (Bennett, 2012) was also evidenced in attempts to shun bloggers in the early 

days of the web (Singer, 2007). By choosing what topics to address and which to ignore, 

journalists convey their incorporation or expulsion of new participants, news practices, or 

norms, which is intended to influence external actors’ perceptions (Carlson & Lewis, 2015). 

These tools are essential in engaging in “credibility contests” (Gieryn, 1999) when external 

actors place pressure on journalists or question their actions. 

Journalistic Authority and Accountability 

Although the rise in digital communications has shifted dynamics among many actors 

in society, the relationship among journalism and those media critic Jay Rosen (2006) 

identifies as “the group formerly known as the audience” is of particular interest in 

connection to unpublishing because of its implications for journalistic authority. As Robinson 

(2007) noted, increasing levels of audience control can elicit change in the nature of 

journalism as an institution. The additional pressure from the public to have a say in editorial 

decisions has emerged alongside growing criticism that journalists are failing to serve the 

public (Newman et al., 2019), lack ethics (Gottfried et al., 2018), and cannot be trusted 

(Gottfried et. al., 2019; “Americans and the news media,” 2018), all which contribute to 

broader questions about journalists’ accountability to their audiences and the level of 

authority society is willing to grant those who report the news (Carlson, 2017). 

Contemporary society compels journalism to be more engaged with those outside of 

the field, which in tandem requires a higher level of accountability to those the profession 

claims to serve. However, this has not always been a strong suit of the profession. Previous 

studies have indicated that journalists place blame on audiences for the media’s focus on 
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sensational stories (Bennett, 2012), for example, and Singer’s (2007) work illustrates the 

resistance to influences from new entrants into the field from the public.  

Although journalists have traditionally been disconnected from their audiences, if the 

public is expected to grant journalists their authority, journalists must in turn be accountable 

to the public. The two acts are closely intertwined. Borden (2007) noted that ethicists argue 

that accountability is the key to professional independence—the independence that authority 

provides. This accountability underlies the ethical norms and values of journalism, such as 

commitments to accuracy and transparency (SPJ, 2019). Upholding ethical principles is a 

pathway to audience trust and professional credibility, both of which are threatened by 

unpublishing (Nah & Craft, 2019; McNealy & Alexander, 2018; Currie, 2015; Pantic, 2014; 

English, 2009). Allowing the audience to have a say in the evolution of journalism practices 

for the digital age can be justified using Rawls’ (1999) philosophy that moral principles and 

choices should undergo public scrutiny and be defensible in the face of public criticism. 

Authority is a negotiated process in which both audiences and journalists must 

engage. Journalists can claim authority, but for that authority to be legitimized, audiences 

must grant it (Carlson, 2017). Because journalism’s contributions to society are less tangible 

than in other areas such as government or medicine, it can be more difficult to assert the 

profession as a social good and therefore deserving of authority within the bounds of news 

work (Carlson, 2017). An individual making an unpublishing request equates to an attempt to 

influence how journalists practice their craft. This new type of public pressure threatens to 

shift the boundaries of authority recognized among news professionals and their audiences. 

The field of journalism is especially vulnerable to challenges to its authority because of its 
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lack of classic professional enforcement mechanisms such as those established in medicine or 

law (Carlson, 2017).  

Robinson (2007) suggested digital shifts in society increase the ability of those 

outside the field of journalism to penetrate the boundaries of the profession—a consequence 

powerful enough to shake the foundation of its authority and legitimacy, which must be 

granted by the public (Carlson, 2017; Carlson & Lewis, 2015). Robinson (2007) identifies 

core elements of the profession that a digital-first world places into question: 

Journalists explain daily happenings according to a uniform 
mission, agreed-upon routines, and established societal 
relationships. Their product … helps shape the social order by 
controlling information dissemination in a structured 
environment. As a result, the press enjoys the status of a 
political institution that operates with some authority. When 
technology allows the audience to take over some control in 
this process, its institutional dynamics shift (p. 305). 
 

Although the perception that journalistic authority is in peril is easy to conclude in a 

time of dwindling media trust, concerning trends in ownership, and widespread economic 

losses,  some scholars envision this moment as an opportunity to radically reconceptualize 

the role of the press. Lewis and Usher (2013) suggest that industry innovation might require a 

radical “rebooting” (p. 611) of journalism values, in part through the adoption of key values 

engrained in “open-source” culture: “participation from multiple sources, collaborative 

community building, and increased transparency” (p. 610). However, this theory requires 

traditional journalism outlets to release their level of control (real or perceived). The reboot 

would displace newsrooms as the epicenter of news production, potentially allowing other 

actors to emerge as the main generators of original information. Theorizing journalism 

through the culture of open source means “journalists would be curators in a community 

conversation,” taking responsibility for the management of society’s cultural knowledge 
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versus focusing on their traditional role of “information dissemination” (p. 612). In this way, 

news work becomes a “shared, unfinished, and imperfect process as much as it is a refined 

and authoritative product” (p. 612). Instead of diminishing journalistic authority, the authors 

suggest assuming the role of knowledge managers offers an opportunity for the profession to 

increase its societal position and authority. The scholars note several limitations of their 

theorizing and acknowledge it is not a panacea for the industry, but they suggest it is a 

helpful orientation from which to reconsider the assumptions underlying the normative value 

of news work.  

The rise and subsequent legitimization of those once considered outsiders to the 

journalism field have influenced traditional journalists’ practices as well as represented a 

challenge to the profession’s role and authority (Coddington, 2019; Lewis & Usher, 2012; 

Carlson, 2007; Robinson, 2006). Just a few of the emerging challenges to traditional 

journalism practices include blogging (Carlson, 2007; Robinson, 2006), creating “user 

generated” content (Singer, 2010), secondary gatekeeping of information published by 

traditional journalists (Singer, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009), content aggregation 

(Coddington, 2019), the emergence of fact checkers (Graves, 2016), and the types of topics 

reported (Lowrey, 2006).  Unpublishing, then, is another contemporary challenge to 

journalistic authority emerging as a consequence of the digital era. 

The First Draft of History 

A key consideration concerning journalists’ perceptions of their authority is the 

traditional identity of the profession as “the first draft of history.” This notion is in direct 

conflict with the idea of unpublishing, of course, as unpublishing essentially would erase that 

history journalists see themselves producing. To some journalists, industry advocates, 



  80 

information scientists, and academic scholars, removal of factual content from news archives 

is equivalent to the fate of books in George Orwell’s 1984’s “memory hole” (“White paper: 

Two days dedicated,” 2017). News is considered an integral component of informing the 

electorate and a functioning democracy as well as valuable to scholars, historians, the public, 

and journalists for verification, clarification, context, and more. Comments from editors who 

are steadfast against unpublishing support their decisions in comments including “our DNA 

is to create news, not to destroy it” and “we’re in the truth business, even when the truth is 

inconvenient and messy” (Dwyer & Painter, 2020, p. 220). 

Some scholars see the inability to remember for posterity as the greatest challenge to 

social actions like the EU’s right to be forgotten or widespread, although unregulated, 

unpublishing of the news: 

This proposal must be reviewed with the understanding that 
archival records—records of enduring administrative, legal, 
fiscal, cultural, historical and intrinsic value—represent the 
essence of a society and provide glimpses into the past and 
lessons for future generations. Archives also protect individuals 
and society as a whole by ensuring there is evidence of 
accountability in individual and/or collective actions on a long-
term basis. The erasure of such data may have a crippling 
effect on the advancement of a society as it relates to the 
knowledge required to move forward (Beckles, 2013, para. 3) 
 

Many journalists agree with Beckles. One editor noted, “Unpublishing is a word that 

doesn’t accurately reflect what people are asking. They’re asking us to censor or rewrite 

history” (English, 2009, p. 4). That same sentiment was acutely apparent in the unpublishing 

guidelines shared by another news outlet. The very first item states, “Do not rewrite history 

or make news disappear. Published news is part of the historical record, whether it is in print 

or on the web” (Lewis, 2011, para. 11). 



  81 

Do acts of journalism constitute the first draft of history? Although this proclamation 

has long been attributed to Washington Post President and Publisher Philip Graham (Shafer, 

2010) in the early 1960s, it has been traced to a column in the Columbia, South Carolina, 

newspaper titled “The Educational Value of ‘News’” just after the turn of the century: 

The newspapers are making morning after morning the rough 
draft of history. Later, the historian will come, take down the 
old files, and transform the crude but sincere and accurate 
annals of editor and reporters into history, into literature. The 
modern school must study the daily newspaper (Fitch, 1905, as 
cited in Popik, 2009, para. 8). 
 

Scholars support this notion. Zelizer’s (1993) work illuminates how journalists use 

their journalistic authority to claim historical authority, and Edy (1999) suggests that “the 

documentary style of journalists’ work gives them a unique authority in telling the story of 

the past” (p.73). Kitch’s (2002) study of anniversary journalism found that journalists 

claimed to create “American collective memory” (p. 44) by reinterpreting cultural events for 

the public. And Snider (2000) equates local TV news archives to government archives, 

arguing that they are both public goods and valuable for a healthy marketplace of ideas. 

Some references by journalists themselves acknowledge that the term might be a bit 

self-indulgent and overblown, however. Shafer’s (2010) recounting of the term’s history cites 

an unsigned Washington Post editorial in 1944 that stated “newspapers, after all, are the first 

drafts of history, or pretend they are” (para. 11).  Shafer goes on: 

What makes “first rough draft of history” so tuneful, at least to 
the ears of journalists? Well, it flatters them. Journalists hope 
that one day a historian will uncover their dusty work and 
celebrate their genius. But that almost never happens. 
Historians tend to view journalism as unreliable and tend to be 
dismissive of our work. They’d rather work from primary 
sources—official documents, photographs, interviews, and the 
like—rather than from our clips (para. 11). 
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Even the intent of Graham’s more famous quote that described the “inescapably impossible 

task of providing every week a first rough draft of history that will never be completed about 

a world we can never really understand” (Shafer, 2010, para. 7) seems to imply a general 

impermanence to versions of history. 

Regardless of the moniker’s meaning in the past, the notion of journalists as the 

keepers of history is called into question at a time when online information can seem 

permanent, but is more likely to be ephemeral. In a book review, Alan Barth (1943) of The 

New Republic said “News is only the first rough draft of history. One can imagine that the 

draft will be revised …” (p. 677). Another newspaperman used the term in 1962 in a way that 

foreshadowed the digital age to come three decades later: “Journalism may be ‘the first draft 

of history,’ but there is such a thing as a draft that is too soon, with too much” (Sevareid as 

quoted in Shafer, 2010, para. 18).   

Archiving the News. Because arguments against unpublishing are often tied to the 

notion that journalism is the first draft of history, it is important to ask: how is that history 

being maintained? If journalism is responsible for producing the historic record, it follows 

that the industry would assume responsibility to preserve it. However, industry studies find 

otherwise—even though a survey of journalists in 2014 found that 70% of respondents 

believed their news archives were very valuable for producing historic content and for 

quality journalism (Deridder, 2016).  

In the 2014 study mentioned above, 93% of journalists said they produce content that 

is only available in digital form, yet 20% of respondents indicated none of that news content 

for the past 25 years had been backed up. Seventy percent had no organization policy in 

place to manage digital native content (Deridder, 2016). Another study of 30 news and 
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archival organizations found that 90% of the news organizations were not preserving web 

content—and even potentially more disturbing, the organizations laid responsibility for 

archiving on third parties such as Wayback Machine and ProQuest (Ringel & Woodall, 

2019).  

Publishers have not prioritized the work necessary to ensure online news content is 

effectively preserved, leading to a “preservation gap” in the historical record of the press 

(Carner et al., p. 32). Ringel and Woodall (2019) note, “preserving digital content is not, first 

and foremost, a technical challenge. Rather, it’s a test of human decision-making and a 

matter of priority. The first step in tackling an archival process is the intention to save 

content. News organizations must get there” (para. 5). 

Groups representing libraries, universities, digital archives and other technology 

platforms, legal firms, and news organizations have sounded the alarm at events such as the 

Dodging the Memory Hole: Saving Born-Digital News Content at the University of 

Missouri’s Donald W. Reynolds Journalism Institute in 2014, 2016, and 2017. The event was 

named to “[invoke] the spirit of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four in recognition of the 

‘memory holes’ from the loss of news originating in digital formats” (McCain, 2015, p. 337). 

To place the current issues in perspective, it is important to acknowledge that the loss 

of yesterday’s news is nothing new. The Washington Post’s Joel Acenbach once said, "The 

members of prehistoric societies did not think they lived in prehistoric times. They merely 

lacked a good preservation medium” (Rozenzweig, 2004, p. 738). Even the most 

conscientious attempts to preserve the news are susceptible to disappearing. In their book 

Future Proofing the News, journalism scholars Hansen and Paul (2017) step through history 

to demonstrate that news has always been fragile when it comes to preserving the historical 
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record; old storage systems become obsolete, magnetic media can deteriorate, and film 

negatives fade; natural disasters and accidents also serve as a death knell for the news, such 

as the 1978 destruction of 12.6 million feet of newsreel footage stored on highly flammable, 

nitrate-based film at the National Archives and Record Service in Maryland (Daley, 2018).  

Modern-day digital communications do present unique preservation challenges. 

Today, online documents often suffer from “reference rot,” which destroys web links from 

one web page to information on another (Klein et al., 2014). It is also possible to lose entire 

news organizations’ content when a digital site is shuttered (Bustillos, 2018). In the wake of 

controversial website Gawker’s demise at the hands of billionaire Peter Theil who had an axe 

to grind with the media outlet, Theil expressed interest in buying the site’s entire digital 

archive. In 2018, the Freedom of the Press Foundation announced it would partner with the 

Internet Archive to save archives of news outlets “especially vulnerable to [the] ‘billionaire 

problem’” or in danger of being sold to other hostile entities (Higgins, 2018, para. 1). 

Corporate moguls who have taken over news outlets such as the LA Weekly and the Las 

Vegas Review Journal have been known to delete coverage—often about themselves and 

their purchase of the media organization—from the internet (Plocek, 2017). In fact, multiple 

articles sharing the details of the investigative reporting the Las Vegas Review Journal 

reporters conducted that uncovered their new owner ‘s attempt to remain anonymous have 

been removed from the news website. The article that broke the news returns a 404 error, as 

do several follow-up pieces and a column by a former columnist at the paper—once sued by 

Adelson—who wrote in that column, “Adelson is precisely the wrong person to own this or 

any newspaper” (Smith as cited in Stelter, 2015, para. 12). 
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Computer scientist Jeff Rothenberg has called for proper digital preservation for 

decades, noting that digital documents are actually more susceptible to degradation than 

paper records. In fact, “Rothensberg’s Law” posits that “digital data lasts forever, or five 

years, whichever comes first” (as cited in Rosenzweig, 2003, p. 740). Even so, scholar Roy 

Rosenzweig (2003) argues that technology is not the culprit of challenges to digital 

preservation; instead the issues are “social, cultural, economic, political, and legal” (p. 738). 

Digital archive organizations have emerged such as the Digital Archive/Wayback Machine, 

which in January 2020 had 330 billion web pages and 1.6 million television news segments 

as well as other records totaling more than 45 Petabytes stored on their servers (“About the 

Internet Archive,” n.d.). Other endeavors specific to the news industry are more customizable 

such as NewsGrabber, which allows the public to track URLs as they are crawled by online 

search platforms, and PastPages’ Save My News system9, enabling users to save URLs that 

can be downloaded at any time. Although these efforts are virtuous, they are far from 

systematic and comprehensive, and a partial record equates to the loss of the events of the 

past: “We’re battling to make the truth first by living it, and then by recording and sharing it, 

and finally, crucially, by preserving it. Without an archive, there is no history” (Bustillos, 

2018, para. 4). 

Donning the cloak of professionalism helps support journalists’ beliefs that they are 

the appropriate arbiters of what type of information deserves to be identified as news. 

Unpublishing erases that news—information produced by those with authority to determine 

what is newsworthy—that was once considered important enough to publish. News 

organizations currently confront the unpublishing dilemma without any uniform foundation, 

 
9See https://savemy.news/ 
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however; there is no consensus regarding a professional philosophy, decision-making 

framework, or ethical guide (English, 2009; McNealy & Alexander, 2018; Pantic, 2014). For 

those news organizations that accept unpublishing requests, information available in the 

public record often vanishes without explanation or any oversight of the decision-making 

behind the action.  

Lastly, time is an exacerbating factor for research and industry action related to 

unpublishing as it relates to the preservation of digital content. Columbia University’s Tow 

Center for Digital Journalism explained why the time to address unpublishing, and the 

broader issue of news archiving, is right now: 

The industry, we argue, needs to reassess its priorities and 
address significant shortfalls in resources and planning if future 
generations are to have a set of tools vital to combating 
propaganda and holding the powerful to account for actions not 
documented by governments or in corporate records…(Ringel 
& Woodall, 2019, para. 1) 
 

Restraints on Professional Autonomy 

Autonomy is a special status granted to certain groups within society that play an 

important role in serving the public good (Waisbord, 2013). Journalists are one group 

assumed to require autonomy to be able to fulfill their responsibilities, so autonomy is 

permitted in exchange for a public service. First Amendment protections of speech and the 

press protect the field’s autonomy, but contemporary questions regarding journalistic 

independence must delve much deeper into the complex relationships among actors in social, 

cultural, political, and economic spaces. Journalists traditionally place the roots of their 

autonomy in claims of professionalism and the need to defend themselves against outside 

influences (Waisbord, 2013). The standard arguments for journalistic autonomy have rested 
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on rhetoric regarding the need to inform the public, therefore allowing them to fully 

participate in democracy.  

However, journalistic autonomy is indeed limited, which factors into the debate 

regarding whether journalism should be identified as a profession (Waisbord, 2013). It also 

ties to questions related to unpublishing, as at its essence the removal of content works 

against informing the public. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1998) identified the 

heteronomous nature of the field as the reason for its limited autonomy; the limits to the 

field’s power are contested by a multitude of external forces (Singer, 2007). Yet journalists 

have traditionally professed the need for full autonomy, which helps the field to establish its 

legitimacy and build cultural capital (Benson & Neveu, 2005).  

In tandem, the public’s ability to engage in journalistic activity and influence 

standards and practices has grown stronger in a digital-first media environment, giving them 

additional power to place pressure on the field’s autonomy (Singer, 2007; Carlson, 2017). 

The public also expects journalists to regulate themselves to ensure the press’ granted 

autonomy is not overstepped—an expectation journalists address through their professional 

norms, ethics, and practices (Carlson, 2017).  

Some news organizations have demonstrated a willingness to acquiesce at least some 

level of autonomy to their audiences in regard to unpublishing. A few media outlets have 

conducted polls or written editorials to ask audiences how specific types of content and in 

what circumstances unpublishing should be granted (English, 2009; Mwaura, 2018). The 

Toronto Star’s “You be the editor” poll contained two questions about unpublishing; in one 

case, the majority of respondents thought the request should be denied, and in the other, the 

majority agreed that the information should be removed (English, 2018). A 2018 Daily 
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Nation article reported the results from a poll about “Eleanor’s” request to unpublish a story 

she voluntarily contributed about crashing into the church where her husband was attempting 

to marry another woman (Mwaura, 2018). Almost 58% of respondents said the news story 

should not be removed, while 21% said it should be deleted (the other 21% were unsure). 

Many of those in favor of removing the article empathized with Eleanor’s worries about 

having to explain the event to her children in the future, and at least one argued that her 

request should be considered a withdrawal of her consent to be interviewed. Others argued 

that Eleanor must live with the consequences of her behavior, that journalists should not 

manipulate published information, and that the removal of the article would not actually 

delete the piece from the dusty corners of the internet. The organization ultimately refused 

Eleanor’s request.  

In summary, the three theoretical concepts reviewed in this chapter—influences on 

news, the journalistic professional paradigm, and journalists’ use of boundary work to 

maintain its professional authority—were important guides to the empirical inquiry of this 

dissertation. This chapter used the concepts to demonstrate that the nature of unpublishing 

challenges these prior theories of news work and journalism professionalism. Within these 

issues lies the contradictions in rhetoric and practice, with journalists’ perceived authority as 

the “first draft of history” directly challenging any potential adoption of unpublishing 

practices. In tandem, forcing audiences to question the completeness of a news outlet’s 

online archive, as well as the autonomous and unknown decisions that journalists make that 

affect what is removed and what is preserved, could contribute to further erosion of public 

trust in journalism as an institution. It is through the lens of these topics that this research 

proceeded with its methodology and subsequent analyses.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 

This research broke new ground on a digital-born phenomenon in its infancy among 

researchers and news professionals alike. Previously, there was no collection of public 

opinion data specific to the practice of unpublishing news content in America, nor was there 

an assessment of the guidelines being adopted by news organizations. Because the pressure 

to unpublish and the questions raised have both normative and practical implications, this 

study attempted to set a path forward for both paths of inquiry. 

A public survey combined with an industry policy analysis served as an ideal 

collective research design to study unpublishing for two reasons. First, knowing what the 

public wants of journalists is of no real benefit without an understanding of what journalists 

are doing, and what journalists are doing says something about what they stand for—an 

increasingly ubiquitous topic of societal debate. Second, the discourse surrounding 

newsroom routines is critically important because it is through communicating them that they 

become normalized (Schudson, 2001). In short, newsroom practices are normalized through 

discussions about them. This understanding supported the researcher’s desire to ensure that 

the attention unpublishing garners considers the broader, less tangible issues at play—those 

that have more to do with the values driving professional practice than the specific practices 

themselves. Taking in account the fundamental divergence in news professionals’ 

perspectives on the topic of unpublishing, it was assumed that the study would identify 

varied editorial stances in its findings. What those practices are is important, but knowing 
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why they are considered professionally appropriate is invaluable insight at a time when what 

the “press” stands for is under dispute.  

Therefore, this dissertation employed a methodological approach comprised of a 

mixed-methods (yet primarily qualitative) content analysis of 62 news policies and a 

quantitative online survey of 1,350 American adults. The content analysis was qualitatively 

oriented, but it also quantified data as appropriate to ensure claims concerning commonalities 

and trends in the findings were fortified by numerical analysis.  

After restating the research questions, this chapter proceeds by summarizing the 

characteristics of mixed-methods research designs, then addresses the specifics of the study 

design for the two sets of research questions. The news policy analysis answered Research 

Questions One and Two: 

1. What policies and practices have news organizations adopted in response to 

the rise in unpublishing requests? 

2. What journalistic tenets do news organizations employ in their unpublishing 

policies to legitimize their professional authority, protect their autonomy, and 

express accountability to the public?  

Research Questions Three, Four, and Five were answered through data from the public 

opinion survey: 

3. What are the contextual factors of unpublishing policies and newsroom 

practices that American adults consider most appropriate? 

4. When it comes to unpublishing, what normative tenets of the journalism 

profession do American adults expect journalists to demonstrate? 
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5. How might a news organization’s unpublishing practices affect public 

opinions of the organization? 

Research Question Six was answered through the combined analysis of findings from both 

methods: 

6. Based on the results of the survey and the policy analysis, what editorial 

practices and normative commitments related to unpublishing should 

newsrooms consider? 

Ultimately, this set of considerations for news organizations offers researchers and industry 

professionals new information concerning both the tactical and normative aspects of the 

unpublishing challenge.   

Mixed-Methods Research Designs 

In the 2007 inaugural issue of The Journal of Mixed Methods Research, mixed-

methods research was defined as “research in which the investigator collects and analyzes 

data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches or methods in a single study or program of inquiry” (Tashakkori & Creswell, 

2007, p. 4). In addition to employing two methods, Creswell and Clark (2007) stress a 

theoretical distinction as well: Mixed-methods research encourages scholars to consider the 

epistemologies undergirding the perspectives of both quantitative pragmatists and qualitative 

constructionists (Luker, 2008). Mixed-method studies, then, are expected to produce richer 

insights than either quantitative or qualitative methods could produce alone—an approach 

Creswell and Clark (2007) and Luker (2008) suggest is well positioned to answer 

contemporary, complex research questions.  
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These characteristics of mixed-methods research made the approach well-suited to 

explore the complexities of unpublishing. Assessing professional journalists’ perspectives 

was of obvious importance to better understand the unpublishing phenomenon, as was 

assessing the public’s comfort with the related practices. 

Qualitative Method 

This qualitative analysis focused on the journalistic discourse constituting boundary 

work within news organizations’ public declarations of internal editorial policy. This 

thematic analysis explored journalists’ creation of boundaries of acceptable behavior and the 

legitimization of practices (Zelizer, 1993; Hymes, 1980), and these nuanced, often abstract 

characteristics of the journalism profession required richer insight than a quantitative analysis 

could produce alone. Qualitative analysis of these narratives was also appropriate because 

unpublishing is a relatively new topic of scholarly inquiry and, as argued previously, could 

prove to be a case from which to deepen theory regarding how this discourse shapes 

journalism’s social contract with the public (Creswell & Clark, 2007). Professional discourse 

about issues such as unpublishing “facilitat[es] [reporters’] adaption to changing 

technologies, changing circumstances, and the changing stature of newswork” (Zelizer, 1993, 

p. 233). Theoretically, building new industry norms and professional practices such as those 

related to unpublishing ultimately requires journalists to redefine their relationship with 

audiences in an effort to reestablish and/or maintain their authority (Carlson, 2017).  

Quantitative Method 

A quantitative survey was most appropriate to produce measurable and more 

objective data directly from individuals. This study’s public opinion survey was designed to 

measure a variety of concepts including key foci of American adults’ expectations 
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concerning the availability and permanency of access to online news, opinions about 

journalism’s contemporary authority to manipulate archived news content, and potential 

attitude changes in response to the knowledge that a news organization regularly engages in 

unpublishing practices. 

In addition, quantitative results are presented alongside the primarily qualitative 

findings from the analysis of news policies. These offer baseline data concerning the 

prevalence of specific editorial practices.  

In summary, the research approach detailed in this chapter is considered most 

appropriate at this stage of research on unpublishing to ensure both strains of the 

phenomenon gain rightful attention. Answering the study’s research questions will extend 

practical and theoretical understanding of how journalists communicate about their 

profession to outsiders, public expectations of news media, and journalists’ notions of 

societal accountability in a digital world. 

Research Design: RQ1 and RQ2 

This section outlines the methodology used to answer Research Question One and 

Research Question Two. After describing the sample and its appropriateness for the study, 

the coding structure and process are outlined. The primary methodological approaches were a 

quantitative and qualitative content analysis for Research Question One and a qualitative 

thematic analysis for Research Question Two. The mixed-methods approach for Research 

Question One enabled quantitative data to better frame and contextualize qualitative findings 

(Creswell & Clark, 2007). 
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Sample 

The sample collected for analysis to answer Research Questions One and Two 

included 62 news organization policies related to unpublishing or a closely associated news 

practice from 61 organizations (one organization had two related policies appropriate for 

inclusion). As textual data, policies offer a rich source of content from which to analyze and, 

because they are naturally occurring content, provide a real-world depiction of organizational 

guidelines and behavior (Silverman, 2006). 

News policies were deemed appropriate for this analysis because they serve two 

specific functions relevant to this study. First, they are official documentation concerning the 

specific editorial practices created and adopted by a particular news organization. This was 

critical to understanding the guidelines related to unpublishing that are being adopted within 

American news media. Secondly, boundary work, or journalists’ use of discourse to define 

the limits of acceptable news practice (Carlson, 2016; Giern, 1999), embedded within policy 

communications offers rich insight into how new editorial practices are normalized within 

the journalism profession. For both reasons, news policies served as a rich source of data 

from which to answer the study’s first two research questions.  

Because no sample repository or database existed from which the researcher could 

draw, the sample was obtained through extensive internet searches and networking by the 

researcher to request newsrooms solicit policies for analysis. As previously noted, 

unpublishing has been a topic most news organizations were reluctant to discuss publicly; it 

is only in the last few years that unpublishing policies have begun to be shared externally by 

more than a few newsrooms. Therefore, the sample is a convenience sample and, as such, is 

not representative of all American newsrooms. 
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“Policy” was defined for this study using three characteristics: type of organization, 

topic of the guidelines, and format of the communication. Concerning organization type, 

American news organizations of all sizes and mediums were included, as were student news 

organizations from colleges and universities in the United States. Regarding policy topics, 

the sample included policies directly addressing the topic of unpublishing in its most literal 

form—the removal of published content from the news site—as well as related pre-

publication policies that are typically included in discussion about how to address the overall 

challenges presented by the pressure to unpublish. Common related “pre-publication 

policies” include issues such as identifying suspects by name in minor crime reports and the 

routine publication of mugshots. Some policies were clearly identified by the title, while 

others were embedded within broader topics such as corrections policies.  

Concerning the third policy characteristic, communication format, “policy” was 

defined here to include both official newsroom documentation as well as news articles or 

columns published by a news organization that announced and explained a new 

organizational policy. These articles and columns were found to serve as proxies for official 

policy documents for some news organizations. Examples included a news article to inform 

audiences of a news organization’s decision to limit the routine publication of mugshots and 

a column by the news editor about changes in the way the organization would identify crime 

suspects in news coverage. These communications were only included if (1) the organization 

did not also have an official policy document and (2) the organization’s policy was described 

in enough detail to contribute meaningfully to the analysis.  

Internet searches to obtain policies were conducted in several ways. First, multiple 

direct search engine inquiries were conducted throughout 2019-2022 using a combination of 
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a variety of terms including “unpublishing” (“unpublish*”), “news,” “crime,” “mugshot,” 

“content removal,” “policy,” “right to be forgotten,” and “request.” As news policies were 

discovered, additional search terms were gleaned from those policies for subsequent 

searches.  

Another source of content for the sample was information about news policies 

contained in published content about unpublishing. Trade articles and online discussions 

related to the right to be forgotten, unpublishing, and evolving crime news reporting 

practices, for example, often referenced specific news organizations’ policies or quoted a 

source from the organization. Those articles led to the identification of news policies that 

were added to the sample. 

Lastly, the researcher’s work as a fellow for Reynolds Journalism Institute at the 

University of Missouri in 2021 and 2022 prompted additional policies to be submitted for the 

sample. The fellowship included development of a resource website dedicated to helping 

news organizations address the challenges of unpublishing. As part of that website 

development, the researcher used Twitter and monthly columns written for the RJI website to 

conduct “policy calls,” asking newsrooms to submit unpublishing policies for inclusion in an 

online repository for other news organizations to reference. Policies could be emailed 

directly to the researcher, submitted through the unpublishingthenews.com website, or 

submitted via direct message on Twitter. Several additional news policies were received 

through these requests. Additional publicity through trade news coverage and events such as 

a crime reporting and unpublishing webinar in partnership with the News Leaders 

Association in 2021 generated awareness of the project and the policy collection initiative. 



  97 

Each policy served as a unit of analysis. The final sample contained 62 policies 

representing 61 news organizations, as one organization split topics related to unpublishing 

into two separate documents. Details concerning the news organizations and policy 

communications in the sample are provided in Appendix A.  

Coding Process 

The coding process included multiple steps and captured data in two ways. First, all 

policy communications were printed, and basic themes within the policies were noted by 

hand during multiple close readings. Subsequently, detailed coding and categorization was 

conducted using the qualitative analysis program MAXQDA®. Computer-assisted analysis 

offered the benefits of powerful analytical tools including textual coding, content search, data 

visualization, and quantitative content analysis, as well as the ability to effectively combine 

and revise coding as new data emerged. Each policy communication was imported into the 

program as a text document for coding. The program allowed any unit of content to be coded, 

ranging from one word to the entire document. In addition, content coded under each topic 

could be retrieved en mass for deeper analysis and comparison. 

The coding process was completed in three phases. The initial phase collected basic 

data for each unit of analysis. These data included the name of the news organization, the 

organization’s affiliation or owner (e.g., a university for a student news organization or a 

corporate owner for a local news outlet), the state where the news organization was 

headquartered, and the title of the policy communication. Coding also captured the primary 

medium of the news outlet and other organizational characteristics such as nonprofit status 

and religious affiliation. Sample details are provided in Appendix A.  
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The second and third coding phases collected data for a content analysis of editorial 

practices and a thematic analysis of professional boundary work within the communications. 

Each coding phase was guided by an a priori category guide derived from the editorial 

recommendations and journalistic values cited in ethics codes and editorial guidance from the 

Society of Professional Journalists, the Radio Television Digital News Association, and the 

Online News Association. Categories are “patterns or themes that are directly expressed in 

the text or are derived from them through analysis” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1285). These 

coding phases were guided by the themes compiled from professional recommendations of 

three journalism associations—first recommendations concerning specific editorial practices, 

then recommendations from their codes of ethics—as provided in Appendices B and C, 

respectively. Each coding protocol is described in more detail below.   

Content Analysis of Newsroom Practices 

The mixed-methods content analysis of news organization policy communications 

was structured using the journalistic “5 Ws and H” framework for information-gathering, 

which established an analytical foundation from which to organize more detailed coding: 

• Who: What actors are involved in the process, both internally and externally? Who is 

included, and who is excluded? 

• What: What specific types of content are covered under the policy? Are there 

exclusions to the types of previously published information that are considered within 

the policy parameters? Are certain types of content considered more or less 

ephemeral? 



  99 

• When: What are the time factors identified within the policy, if any? Are there time 

limits to make requests, for example, or are there restrictions on the age of content 

considered? 

• Where: Where is the content covered under the policy located, and where might it be 

altered or removed? Are there multiple locations or formats to consider, for example? 

• Why: What justifications are considered appropriate or inappropriate reasons to alter 

or remove content? Are some reasons to unpublish considered more compelling than 

others? 

• How: What actions are identified as potentially appropriate for the newsroom to take? 

For example, is it considered appropriate for information to be erased from the news 

site, is content deindexed from search engines, or are named individuals anonymized? 

To code the sample for specific newsroom practices related to the 5W and H 

information outlined above, the researcher compiled a content analysis coding guide using a 

compilation of editorial recommendations from three leading journalism trade organizations 

in the United States. These guidelines from the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ), the 

Radio Television Digital News Association (RTDNA), and the Online News Association 

(ONA) relevant to the study topic are provided in Appendix B. These practices served to 

guide categorization during coding along with other categories that emerged during multiple 

close readings and coding processes. Ultimately, patterns were identified, categories were 

collapsed and refined as appropriate, and basic quantitative count data was captured (e.g., 

number of policies concerning mugshot publication). These findings were then reviewed 

further to identify patterns and trends. 
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Figure 3. 
Editorial Practices Coding Guide for RQ1 (see Appendix B) 
 

 

Simple numerical counts and percentages were collected for Research Question One, 

as quantifying the prevalence of specific guidelines within the sample corpus would be 

impossible through in-depth qualitative analysis only (Silverman, 2006). Determining 

specific guidelines newsrooms adopted most (and least) frequently was important to 

establish, as no baseline of understanding previously existed for U.S. unpublishing policies. 

Basic tabulations also spoke to understanding concerning the popularity of certain policies in 

relation to those guidelines recommended by professional journalism trade organizations. 

Thematic Analysis of Professional Boundary Work 

The second goal of the policy analysis—concerned with discourse in the policies 

representative of professional boundary work and focused on the norms and values within the 
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journalism paradigm—was best achieved through a thematic analysis of policy content. 

Similar to Vos and Craft’s (2016) study of journalist trade organizations’ efforts to construct 

an updated norm of transparency through discourse and Duffy and Knight’s (2019) study 

concerned with news organizations’ social media policies, this study aimed to identify the 

journalistic norms employed in policy language to legitimize certain professional practices. 

The professional norms emphasized in unpublishing policies are an indicator of the 

journalism values and perceived professional roles likely to prioritize certain norms. In this 

study, results were further considered for implications related to journalistic authority, 

professional autonomy, and public accountability, as well as tensions among editorial norms 

such as “reporting the truth” and “minimizing harm.” 

Like Duffy and Knight (2019), the author conducted a thematic analysis on the 

policies within the sample. MAXQDA® was used to facilitate and enhance the coding 

process. Thematic analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and is particularly helpful when 

adopted for early studies on a topic (Green & Thorogood, 2004). For this study, coding 

initially began with categorization of the professional values expressed in the SPJ, RTDNA, 

and ONA codes of ethics. Appendix C outlines the initial guide used for coding from the 

three trade organizations’ codes of ethics. Additional themes were identified, and categories 

were collapsed as needed during analysis.  

Starting with an inductive approach guided by the professional values expressed in 

these codes of ethics aligns with Saldaña’s (2015) suggestion that researchers should start 

with a “paradigm, perspective, or positionality” (p. 114) when coding values, attitudes, and 

beliefs. Using journalism ideology as a guide to interpretation also aligned with the 



  102 

deconstruction method, which assumes an ideology underlies the communication and the 

limits of that ideology can be exposed through deconstructing the text (Feldman, 1995). As 

rounds of coding and analysis continued, the constant comparative method was used to 

collapse categories into broader codes, then themes, most representative of the sample. 

Figure 4. 
Professional Journalistic Tenets Coding Guide for RQ2 (see Appendix C) 
 

 
 

Research Design: RQ3, RQ4, and RQ5 

Research Questions Three through Five were answered using results from an online 

public opinion survey. Web-based survey methods offer practical benefits to researchers 

including increased efficiencies in deployment and affordability (Dillman et al., 2008). The 

following subsections will fully describe the public survey portion of the dissertation, 

including details on the sample, survey instrument, reviews and testing, survey variables, 

identified latent constructs, methods of statistical analysis, and methodological limitations. 
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Sample 

Responses from 1,350 American adults (ages 18 or older) were collected using survey 

panel services offered by the web-based survey provider Qualtrics®. Although still 

considered a convenience sample (and therefore non-representative of a population), 

Qualtrics® can target samples that are representative of the national population. For this 

study, the sample was designed to reflect the most recent U.S. census data based on four 

specified demographics: age (18 and older), gender, race, and geographic region of the 

country. 

Instead of limiting its clients to a proprietary panel of its own, Qualtrics® has at its 

disposal online panels managed by other providers including Dynata, Toluna, Precision, and 

20 other companies. For a typical research study, Qualtrics® blends participants from three to 

four of those panels to decrease biases and increase the feasibility of reaching the targeted 

population. Leveraging more than one platform or provider of potential web survey 

participants has been found to reduce the average error rate related to population 

demographics (Heen et al., 2014). Qualtrics® also offers quality controls such as monitoring 

response time to identify “speeders” who rush through the survey at radically fast paces. The 

authenticity of such responses is deemed questionable, and taking a conservative approach, 

they were eliminated from these results. 

Qualtrics® recruited participants through a variety of methods and channels including 

website intercepts, customer loyalty portals, and social media. Names, addresses, and dates 

of birth of potential participants were verified prior to their being allowed to join a panel. 

Incentives for participants vary, but common types of compensation included airline miles, 

points to use at retailers, cash, or gift cards (“Everything you need to know,” 2019). The 
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invitation to participate was emailed to panel members with a hyperlink to the online survey 

and information about the incentive offered.  

Survey Instrument 

A copy of the survey instrument, which contained 35 questions and 94 total variables, 

is provided in Appendix D. Developing a quality survey instrument for this study offered the 

opportunity to explore new ground yet required thoughtful attention to two issues. First, 

participants were presented with terminology that was critically important to the study but 

likely unfamiliar, and potentially nebulous, to them. “Unpublishing” can be a confusing 

concept to fully grasp, even for news professionals. Similarly, “online news” is a simplistic 

identifier considering its broad scope of characteristics related to type, producer, location, 

relationship to print news, and age, forcing respondents to interpret the term’s inference. 

Concepts related to news about crime such as expungement needed careful explanation as 

well.  

The second issue concerned the ability to design high-quality measures that offer 

adequate validity. Surveys are best developed using psychometrically tested questions used 

in previous research where possible to benefit from previous tests of validity and/or 

reliability (Dillman et al., 2008). Although initial development of most of the study’s survey 

questions rested on face validity because the topic is in its research infancy, the survey’s 

questions were guided by previous research and scholarship concerning privacy, journalists’ 

norms and values, and journalism as a profession when possible. For example, the survey 

included questions developed by the American Press Institute (“Americans and the news 

media,” 2018) to measure participants’ attitudes about the media. A few questions from 

previous research specific to privacy were adopted with modifications, including questions 
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from Bode and Jones’ (2017) survey concerning Americans’ attitudes about the EU’s right to 

be forgotten and Moore and Bonnett’s (2015) study of the archival of online news.  

However, because unpublishing is an emerging issue and lacks a body of existing 

published survey research, the majority of questions were developed purposefully for this 

study. Therefore, the majority of this study’s measures cannot confirm reliability for 

reproducibility, stability, or accuracy that is typically achieved by calibrating a survey to a 

standardized instrument or set of questions. However, once survey data were collected, the 

quality of the data was thoroughly assessed. Several expected and assumed latent constructs 

were identified; however, the quality of some individual measures affected the capability to 

construct statistically sound measurement scales for all expected latent constructs (de Vaus, 

2013).  

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 

The survey instrument was submitted (Study Number 19-2306) to the UNC Office of 

Human Research Ethics/Institutional Review Board (OHRE/IRB), the office responsible for 

ethical and regulatory oversight for all research involving human subjects. After minor 

stipulations were addressed, the study was approved in September 2019. A copy of the 

approval is provided in Appendix E. 

Pilot Testing 

Once IRB approval was secured, the survey instrument was deployed to 200 students 

in the UNC Hussman School of Journalism and Media research pool, a program in which 

undergraduate students participate in research studies conducted by the school’s faculty and 

graduate students. After an analysis of pilot testing data, minor revisions were made to the 

survey instructions for clarity.  
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Once the survey was in its final form, Qualtrics® tested the survey with a group of 

panel participants representing 10% (n = 130) of the total sample size (N = 1,350). This 

provided an opportunity to identify any remaining issues, especially technological problems, 

before survey deployment. No major changes to survey content were required, but metadata 

representing respondents’ time to complete the survey was identified as likely too short to 

gain valuable data. To combat this issue, two resolutions were adopted. First, a “speeder 

check” question was inserted into the survey. The question read, Please select “C” for the 

answer to this question. Any surveys completed that did not correctly answer the speeder 

check question were discarded from the sample. Secondly, any surveys taken in a time under 

a minimum set by the researcher based on an assessment of the pilot study completion 

information were invalidated and excluded from the dataset. 

Qualtrics® monitored completion rates and delivered the 1,350 fully completed 

responses requested for this study as well as several thousand partially completed responses 

(N = 2,912, again, excluded from this analysis). All 1,350 responses analyzed for this 

dissertation were fully complete, eliminating any issues that can arise due to missing data.  

Quantitative Analysis 

A Principal Components Analysis was conducted on questions at the ordinal, 

nominal, and scale levels to identify sets of measures that in tandem connotated potential 

latent constructs. These constructs were validated with measures of scale reliability to 

determine internal consistency (using Cronbach’s alpha), offering more confidence that the 

questions measured the same underlying construct. For example, responses to 12 

hypotheticals assessed participants’ opinions about unpublishing specific types of 

information, and data for those variables were tested to determine which, if any, formed a 
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factor representing a latent construct for public approval of unpublishing. While this 

dissertation did not use the factors for predictive statistical analysis, those expected to have 

value, from a collective analysis here or for potential use in future research about 

unpublishing, were identified (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2006).  

To report the strength of relationships between variables, the strength of Pearson 

correlation coefficients was measured using the magnitude scale provided by Cohen (1988) 

consisting of small relations (0.1 < |r| < .3), medium or moderate correlations (0.3 < |r| <0.5), 

and large or strong correlations (|r| > .05). For Cronbach’s alpha, interpretation was guided 

by George and Mallery’s (2003, p. 231) tiered scale ( ≥ .90 excellent, ≥ .80 good,  ≥ .70 

acceptable, ≥ .60 questionable,  ≥ .50 poor, and < .50 unacceptable). 

Latent Constructs and Survey Measures 

In addition to nine demographic questions, the survey measures were intended to 

gather information on four key themes: respondents’ general perceptions and expectations 

toward online information and its lifespan; opinions on specific editorial practices and 

justifications related to unpublishing; expectations concerning professional values and norms 

news organizations prioritize; and attitude changes regarding news organizations that 

unpublish. This section includes an overview of survey variables key to those topics as well 

as latent constructs identified through an initial analysis of the dataset. The survey is 

provided in its entirety in Appendix D.  

To assess the quality of survey measures, a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) 

was conducted on the raw dataset provided by Qualtrics®. The statistical purpose of reducing 

data through the PCA—a test considered excellent in suitability for samples more than 1,000, 

as was the case here (Comrey & Lee, 1992)—is to explain as much of the variance as 
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possible using the fewest components. More conceptually, factor interpretation entails a 

process in which “the researcher decides on a criterion for meaningful correlation (usually 

.32 or larger), collects together the variables with loadings in excess of the criterion, and 

searches for a concept that unifies them” (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2006, p. 625). Data were 

analyzed by interpreting correlations (at least .3 with another variable), factor loadings of .32 

or greater (Carpenter, 2018), review of anti-image correlations, and visual review of the scree 

plot of eigenvalues (Cattell, 1966).  

To discover the meaning of latent factors unobservable by individual survey 

variables, and because it is common that extraction techniques require rotation for data 

interpretability (Velicer & Jackson, 1990), the PCA used the most commonly applied rotation 

method, Varimax (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). An orthogonal rotation method was selected 

to simplify factorization and was supported by an initial review of the correlation matrix, 

which indicated a general lack of correlations .32 or higher between the factored 

components. In addition, orthogonal rotation is most appropriate when factors may be used 

as independent or dependent variables in future analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 

The results of the PCA identified 18 latent constructs comprised of mutually 

exclusive sets of survey measures. The overall KMO measure was, according to Kaiser 

(1974), “marvelous,” and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity suggested that the data were likely 

factorizable (KMO = .914, df = 820, p < .001). 

After the data interpretation outlined in the preceding paragraphs, seven factors 

representing 45.57% of the total variance were identified as meaningful and therefore 

retained for further analyses related to the research questions. The rotated structure for the 

PCA is provided in Table 4.1 (see Appendix F). Because the sample size was large, 
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deference was given to the results of the scree test to further support decision-making 

regarding retention of factors (Gorsuch, 1983). Although the last two of the seven factors 

were debatable concerning retention based on the slope of the values on the scree plot, results 

indicated they represented at least 2.5% of the total variance and were conceptually pertinent 

to the study. The seven factors represented the following constructs: approval of the news 

media; personal privacy concerns; attitude change toward organizations that unpublish; 

entities considered least appropriate to request information be unpublished about them (the 

“prominent and powerful”); a set of news topics considered least acceptable to unpublish 

(“protected news”); the most compelling justifications to unpublish; and the least compelling 

justifications to unpublish. Each latent construct is discussed below. 

Figure 5. 
Principal Components Analysis Scree Plot 

 

Notes. A total of seven factors were retained based on an analysis of variable correlations, 
factor loadings, and review of anti-image correlations in addition to a visual review of this 
scree plot of eigenvalues. KMO = .914, df = 820, p < .001. 
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Media Approval. Approval of the news media was measured with five questions 

concerning trust and ethics. Each was measured using a five-point scale (for four trust 

questions, 1 = not at all to 5 = a great deal; for ethics question, 1= extremely low to 5 = 

extremely high). Examination of the PCA indicated that all five measures loaded on a single 

factor (a =. 928, M = 3.00, SD = .97), and explained 8.14% of the total variance.  

Personal Privacy Concerns. Concern for Personal Privacy was measured by asking six 

questions adapted from previous studies and using a five-point scale (1 = extremely 

unconcerned to 5 = extremely concerned). The single dimension (a = .854, M = 3.75, SD = 

.91) explained 6.67% of the total variance.  

Attitude Change Toward Organizations That Unpublish. Participant’s attitude change 

toward news organizations that unpublish was measured with four questions that asked how 

respondents’ opinions of a news organization would be affected if they knew it engaged in 

unpublishing. Each was initially measured on a five-point scale (1 =extremely negative to 5 

= extremely positive), then reverse coded for scale computation so higher scores represented 

more negative attitude change. All measures loaded on a single factor (a =. 929, M = 3.05, 

SD = 1.00), explaining 3.86% of the total variance.  

Requestors: The “Prominent and Powerful.” Respondents were asked seven questions 

to gauge support for different types of entities that might make an unpublishing request. The 

first six questions stated, News organizations could set rules about information they might 

consider removing based on who is asking. To what extent do you agree or disagree that 

requests from the following groups might be okay? The six variables were private people, a 

person on behalf of a child, companies/corporations, nonprofits/organizations, public 

officials, and celebrities. The variables were measured on the same five-point scale from 1 = 
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strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The PCA identified four variables—public officials, 

celebrities, nonprofits/community groups, and companies/corporations—loaded on a single 

factor (a = .931, M = 2.69, SD = 1.14) and represented 4.39% of the total variance. 

The last question (not included in the scale above) concerning requestor type intended 

to gain the respondents’ level of support when the information in question concerned—and 

the requestor was—themselves. The question, measured on a five-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree to 5 = strongly agree), stated, If I were identified in news online (in an article, 

photo, video, etc.), I should have the right to ask a news organization to remove it. 

“Protected News.” A set of 12 hypothetical situations were presented to respondents 

twice during the survey. The first set gauged their support of unpublishing for that specific 

situation when a private person made the request for themselves. The survey stated, Imagine 

that a news report for each topic below was published five years ago. The reports are 

available on the news organization's website and can be found in Google search results. If 

the person involved in the article contacted the news organization today to ask that it be 

removed, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the news organization should consider 

deleting it? The second set of hypotheticals gauged support for the same situations, but this 

time when the requestor was a public official in the community. The survey stated, Now 

consider the same news reports published five years ago. In this case, however, the news 

reports were written about a public official in your community. If the public official asked, to 

what extent do you agree or disagree that the news organization should consider deleting the 

information?  Each was measured on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree). 
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The PCA indicated a subset of six hypotheticals (12 measures total) formed a single 

factor (a =. 847, M = 2.18, SD = .91), explaining 16.92% of the total variance. These 

variables were identified as representing a category of news respondents felt should be most 

protected from takedown requests, and the latent construct was given the conceptual title 

“protected news.” The hypotheticals concerned the same six topics for both private 

individuals and public figures: violent crime, domestic violence, professional 

wrongdoing/malpractice, indecent exposure, DUI, and prostitution/solicitation. 

Most and Least Compelling Reasons to Unpublish. Nine questions asked respondents 

to determine which justifications for unpublishing were more or less appropriate. Each was 

measured on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The questions 

addressed claims that an article was too old and no longer newsworthy; someone who 

consented to be interviewed, but now is embarrassed by what they said; threats of suicide; 

claims that the information is damaging the person’s reputation; claims that the information 

is hurting the individuals’ job search; a claim of being stalked and concern for personal 

safety; a proclaimed “hero” who rescued a child and wants to avoid the publicity; an obituary 

that the deceased’s family finds unflattering; and a person who agreed to participate in an 

article about their illness but now considers the information an invasion of their privacy. The 

PCA identified two factors made up of the nine variables and one other variable from the 

survey, as identified below. 

Four variables from the justification questions loaded on a factor along with a 

measure concerning the appropriateness of requests made on behalf of children. These five 

variables were identified as “most compelling justifications to unpublish” (a = .754, M = 

3.85, SD = .79) and represented 2.59% of the total variance. The variables concerned 
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requests made on behalf of children and requests justified by claims of stalking, invasion of 

privacy, an unflattering obituary and the hero’s request to avoid positive publicity. 

Five variables loaded on a factor identified as “less compelling justifications to 

unpublish” (a = .834, M = 3.09, SD = .93), representing 3.00% of the total variance. These 

were the questions pertaining to claims of a damaged reputation, a damaged job search, 

embarrassment after consenting to be interviewed, a threat of suicide, and a claim that the 

information was too old/no longer newsworthy.  

Additional Measures. In addition to the variables included in the latent constructs 

identified above, respondents were asked to provide their opinions on additional questions 

related to unpublishing news content. Measures for focal topics are summarized below. 

•  Perceived Information Value: To gain insight into the value respondents place in accessing 

information online, four questions were posed. Each was measured on a five-point scale in 

which 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The first question stated that the ability to 

learn about someone’s past by searching on the internet is positive for society. The second 

stated that Googling a person is a good way to learn more about them. Next, respondents 

indicated their agreement to the statement that society benefits when news organizations 

provide a public record of crimes, arrests, and convictions. The last statement read allowing 

people to ask news organizations to remove information published about them poses a threat 

to the public record. 

•  Support for Information Control: Three questions asked respondents their level of support 

for legislation to give people more control over (1) information they share online; (2) 

information that another person shared about them; and (3) information (such as old arrest 
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reports) that news organizations publish. Each was measured using a five-point scale (1 = 

definitely would not support to 5 = definitely would support). 

•  Additional Unpublishing Hypotheticals: In addition to the variables found to make up the 

“protected news” latent construct (detailed above), respondents were provided an additional 

six hypotheticals and asked to indicate whether they believed the information should be 

eligible to be unpublished. These concerned news reports about bankruptcy, political 

comments made voluntarily but now considered embarrassing, a minor drug offense, a 

victimless crime by a minor, a report in which criminal charges were later dropped, and a 

report in which the person was later found innocent. Each was measured on a five-point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

•  Expectations Concerning Information Permanency: Three of four questions related to 

information permanency were measured on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 

strongly agree) and addressed respondents’ expectations concerning access to news and 

information long-term. The first asked respondents their level of agreement to the statement I 

expect to have access to news regardless of how long ago it was published. The next question 

asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement with a statement based on the 

following hypothetical: Imagine that you are a new parent, and you are hiring a caregiver. 

You decide to search for information about your top candidates online. One of them was 

arrested for potential child abuse five years ago, and the local news organization published 

an article about it. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each statement? 

Respondents then indicated their level of agreement with the statement I would expect to find 

the article about the arrest regardless of how long ago the arrest occurred. 
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The third question using the same five-point scale asked respondents if an article 

about a criminal conviction from a few years ago should be deleted if the conviction was 

recently expunged. Respondents were provided this definition of expungement before 

responding: Expungement is a court-ordered process in which the legal record of an arrest 

or a criminal conviction is “sealed” or erased in the eyes of the law. The information is no 

longer accessible to the general public, employers, or educational institutions. Respondents 

were then asked, Consider a news report that was published a few years ago about a person 

convicted of a crime. Recently, the conviction was expunged. If the person asks, to what 

extent do you agree or disagree that the news organization should delete the article? 

For the final question concerning information permanency, respondents were asked to 

respond one dichotomous (yes/no) question specific to public officials. The question asked, a 

person in your community decides to run for political office for the first time this year. Ten 

years ago, they were arrested for a minor crime. Would you expect to find a news report 

today that was written back then?  

•  Alternatives to Unpublishing: The next four questions were intended to measure 

respondents’ levels of support for alternatives to the full removal of news content. The 

survey stated, Imagine that you were arrested for a minor crime five years ago and it was 

covered by a local news organization. Since then, the charges were reduced, and you 

pleaded guilty. Now, you are job hunting and afraid that potential employers will Google 

your name and find the information. You contact the news organization, but they refuse to 

remove the article. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the following compromises 

would be acceptable? Responses were measured on a five-point scale (1 = very unacceptable 
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to 5 = very acceptable) for each alternative: updating the article, writing a new article, 

adding an editor’s note to the top of the article, and removing the search result in Google. 

•  Opinions Concerning Journalism Roles, Values, and Norms: The remaining 12 questions in 

the survey were designed to measure public opinion concerning journalists’ roles in society 

and the norms and values that may underlie certain unpublishing practices.  

The first five questions concerned journalists’ self-proclaimed roles (“first draft of 

history” and “watchdog”) and orientations toward the community (maintain distance or be 

involved). Concerning journalists’ self-identified role as the first draft of history, respondents 

were asked to indicate their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) 

to two statements: News is the first draft of history, and Allowing people to ask news 

organizations to remove information published about them poses a threat to the public 

record. The next question focused on the journalist profession’s “watchdog” role. 

Respondents were asked to indicate the importance they placed on journalists serving as 

watchdogs over government (1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely important). Next, 

survey respondents were asked to consider the role journalists play in their community. 

Using the same five-point scale, respondents were asked to respond to two statements: it is 

important for journalists to be involved in the community, and it is important for journalists 

to maintain distance from the community.   

The next six questions measured support for various news practices specifically 

designed to reflect a particular journalistic value or norm. These norms were accuracy, 

standardization of policies, equality, transparency, autonomy, and public engagement. 

Responses were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 
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agree. The statements provided on the survey are listed below (value label was not included 

on the survey): 

1. Accuracy: If the charges were dismissed a few years after the article was written, 

I would expect it to be updated with the most current information. 

2. Standardization: All news organizations should follow a set of standard guidelines 

about what information can and cannot be removed from their archive. 

3. Equality: If an organization removes one person's marijuana arrest, the same 

should be done for all. 

4. Transparency: If news organizations choose to grant requests to remove content, 

it is important that they make readers aware. 

5. Autonomy: Each news organization should be able to make its own independent 

decision whether to grant someone’s request to remove a news report. 

6. Public Engagement: News organizations should ask for input from the public 

about how to address requests to remove news that has been published online. 

Finally, respondents were asked to choose their priority between two competing 

normative tenets of journalism: minimizing harm to individuals involved in the news and 

protecting the public’s right to know. The dichotomous question stated, Journalists often 

have to make hard choices about the news they report. When situations force them to choose 

between the two items below, which should be prioritized?   

Data Analysis 

As discussed above, reliability assessments (Chronbach’s alpha) for each latent 

construct were conducted to test the validity of survey measures. Although these constructs 

were not used for predictive statistical analysis in this study, validation enables broader 
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discussion of the findings as they relate to the latent construct, and those constructs found to 

be reliable are anticipated to be utilized in future research studies. Descriptive data including 

frequencies and central measures serve as the foundation of this study’s analysis, as these 

basic findings have been unidentified to date in both industry and academic research. When 

appropriate, correlations and paired t-tests were conducted to further analyze results. An 

alpha level of .05 was used to indicate significance for statistical tests. 

Limitations 

There are, of course, limitations to this survey design, the most pertinent concerning 

the lack of reliability among survey measures as discussed in the latent constructs and survey 

variables section of this chapter. Other, more general survey limitations include the inability 

to calculate a margin of sampling error and generalize results to a larger population, as there 

is no systematic way to collect a traditional probability sample representative of the general 

population through an online survey. In addition, the use of online participant panels may 

expose the survey to increased measurement error. “Panel conditioning” or “time-in sample 

bias” can occur in samples of individuals who routinely participate in survey research, 

potentially altering their behavior and resulting in responses that diverge from non-panel 

participants (Couper, 2000).  

While acknowledging that these limitations cannot be fully overcome, this study 

attempted to mitigate the potential for sampling error by contracting with a reputable online 

survey panel provider and emulating best practices in previous scholarship. Blair, Czaja, and 

Blair (2013) remind researchers that every problem flagged before survey deployment means 

less error to face during data analysis. Therefore, the scholars recommend using multiple 

pretesting methods, reading questions aloud to ensure phrasing is natural, and seeking out 
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questionnaires by researchers with more experience to model those instruments’ best 

practices. In addition, Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2014) emphasize the critical 

importance of the “welcome screen,” as it sets the participants’ first impression, orients them 

to the topic, and offers instructions about taking the survey. Lastly, Couper (2000) found that 

including a “back” button allowing participants to navigate to a previous item on the survey 

can decrease breakoffs, and therefore protect data quality. Each of these recommendations 

was implemented for this study. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS FROM ANALYSIS OF EDITORIAL PRACTICES IN 

NEWSROOM POLICY 

This chapter reports findings for Research Question One based on an analysis of 62 

documents containing policies related to unpublishing for 61 U.S. news organizations. The 

objective associated with Research Question One was to identify the guidelines and practices 

news organizations have adopted in response to the rise in unpublishing pressures to inform 

the development of a set of recommendations for journalists. This analysis was guided by the 

a priori categories derived from the recommended editorial practices of three leading industry 

professional organizations: The Society of Professional Journalists, the Radio Television 

Digital News Association, and the Online News Association. Analyses were qualitative and 

quantitative, with numerical data (totals and percentages) provided as appropriate to identify 

trends among findings.  

This chapter begins by reporting two basic characteristics of the sample pertaining to 

the type of news organizations and the form of their policy communication. The rest of the 

chapter focuses on findings for Research Question One concerning the general scope and 

specific parameters of the guidelines found within the policies. Policy parameters were 

identified guided by a “5W and H” information gathering framework: who (the actors 

involved), what (the content types addressed), when (the timeframes involved), where (the 

locations of activity), why (justifications for developing and enacting a policy), and how (the 

request process and range of editorial actions taken). Findings are presented in an order to aid 
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comprehension. The chapter closes with a discussion of the findings for Research Question 

One. 

Sample Characteristics 

As described in Chapter Four, the sample contained 62 policies from 61 

organizations. Appendix A provides a list of the organizations, organization type (e.g., 

student media, broadcast outlets), affiliations or ownership, titles of the policy 

communications, and their state of operation or headquarters. To better contextualize the 

sample, the format in which the news organization provided the public with its policy was 

also assessed. 

Organization Type 

Concerning organization (N = 61) type,10 the largest type identified in the sample 

were traditional media outlets (n = 24, 38.7%), followed by 12 (19.7%) organizations 

identified as university news outlets. An additional 11 (18%) organizations were categorized 

as broadcast, and four (6.5%) were digital-only operations. Five outlets (8.2%) were 

classified as nonprofit organizations, one (1.6%) was a not-for-profit cooperative, and six 

(9.8%) were independently owned. One (1.6%) news outlet was identified as affiliated with 

the U.S. military, and one other (1.6%) was operated by a religious organization. The final 

two organizations were identified as a news portal and a hyperlocal news distribution 

platform; the news portal drew from nine news sources in the state of Michigan, and the local 

news and information platform operated approximately 1,250 hyperlocal news sites in the 

 
10Not all organization categories are mutually exclusive. For example, a media outlet might 
be identified as affilitated with the U.S. military and as a nonprofit organization. Details by 
organization are identified in Appendix A. 
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United States. Cumulative descriptive data concerning organization types are provided in 

Figure 6, and details by organization are provided in Appendix A. 

Figure 6. 
Bar Chart: Organization Types Represented in Policy Sample 
 

 

Notes. N = 61. Categories are not mutually exclusive; one outlet, for example, could have an 
affiliation with the military and be identified as a nonprofit organization. See Appendix A for 
details for each news organization represented in the sample. 
 

Form of Communication 

The initial review of the policies within the sample (N = 62) identified the form of 

communication employed by the organization to educate the public about its policy. As 

reported in Figure 7, half of the documents (n = 31, 50%) were official organizational 

policies, often presented within longer policy documents containing all editorial guidelines or 

within sections of the organizations’ websites pertaining to editorial policy. Another 27 

(43%) documents were identified as news articles or columns by editorial boards or 

newsroom leadership, such as the managing editor or news director. The final four (6%) 
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documents in the sample were classified as “Other”. The Notes in Table 5.1 (see Appendix 

G) identify these as formats such as introductory text to online forms in which members of 

the public could submit an unpublishing request or a page providing answers to frequently 

asked questions. 

Figure 7. 
Bar Chart: Types of Communications in Policy Sample 

 

Notes. See Appendix G (Table 5.1) for a breakdown of communication types by each 
organization in the sample. 
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coding was primary qualitative, findings for Research Question One include basic numerical 

data as appropriate to identify the prevalence of and trends in new practices.  

To answer the research question, guidelines within the policies were initially 

categorized into two general foci, identified here as the policy scope. Next, the specific 

parameters, or contextual factors, of the policies were identified, guided by the information 

gathering framework used in coding the sample: who (the actors involved), what (the content 

types addressed), when (the timeframes involved), where (the locations of activity), why 

(justifications for acting or refusing to act), and how (the request process and range of 

editorial actions taken).  

Policy Scope 

Policy scope generally fell into two categories, with some policies spanning both. As 

reported in Figure 8, most prevalent were those policies that only concerned post-publication 

practices—most specifically, in response to external requests to alter or change content (n = 

34, 55%). The second category limited guidelines to pre-publication news practices such as 

the routine use of mugshots or identifying suspects in crime coverage (n = 15, 24%). A 

subset of policies addressed both topics (n = 13, 21%).  The two primary foci of the policies 

are described below. 

Policies About Pre-Publication Practices 

For the purposes of this study, pre-publication practices were identified as those 

practices that have risen in tandem with others specifically directed at the post-publication 

removal of content, especially related to crime reporting. These are newsroom practices that 

take place on the front end of the reporting process or guide editorial decision-making 
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generally. This distinguishes them from post-publication actions, such as altering or 

removing content published years ago.  

Figure 8. 
Pie Chart: Content Scope of Policy Communications 

 
Notes. See Appendix G (Table 5.1) for policy scope for each organization in the sample. One 
policy identified in the “Other” category addressed internal takedowns only. Of the 33 
policies that addressed unpublishing requests by the public, 15 of those specifically outlined 
a policy that invited and facilitated requests from individuals to be received and potentially 
acted upon.  

 

Pre-publication editorial policies were found to coalesce around three distinct themes, 

quantified in Table 5.2 (see Appendix H) and reported in detail in a forthcoming section. 

Those areas were the publication of mugshots, identification of certain individuals in crime 

reporting, and routine publication of arrest reports or crime logs from law enforcement. The 

commonality among practices was their ability to increase the reputational obscurity those 

named in the news often desire. Each theme will be addressed in the Policy Parameters 

section. 
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Policies About Post-Publication Practices  

Policies within the sample were identified as addressing post-publication practices 

(identified here more generally as unpublishing practices) if they included information about 

managing external requests to alter or remove previously published content. Just because a 

policy acknowledged that such requests might be made by the public, however, did not mean 

that the news organization indicated that it was open to receiving these requests nor that such 

requests would be considered. Further, language used in the policies often began with 

statements that seemed to indicate unpublishing was considered unacceptable, yet then 

loosened that bright line with vague language concerning potential exceptions. Policies 

taking the strongest opposition to unpublishing as a practice typically still gave the 

organization some wiggle room, as demonstrated in the Washington Post policy that states 

organization policy does not allow take-down requests, yet the news organization may do just 

that in cases of physical harm: 

As a matter of editorial policy, we do not grant take-down 
requests, which should be vetted at the highest level. If the 
subject claims that the story was inaccurate, we should be 
prepared to investigate and, if necessary, publish a correction. 
And there may be situations in which fairness demands an 
update or follow-up coverage—for example, if we reported that 
a person was charged with a crime but did not report that the 
charges were later dismissed for lack of evidence. In short, our 
response will be to consider whether further editorial action is 
warranted, but not to remove the article as though it had never 
been published. When we publish publicly available personal 
data, we only will review takedown requests if the person 
involved is under threat of physical harm because of the 
existence of the material. 
 

Similarly, the Roanoke Times first equated its digital content to sacrosanct forms of archived 

news, yet followed that statement by acknowledging digital formats are malleable: 
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In general we will not deliberately remove information from 
our website, outside the routine rotation of content off the site 
because of timeliness (for example, calendar listings). The 
content we publish online is part of the public record, just the 
same as are printed newspapers preserved in attics, on 
microfiche in libraries or in digital archives. 
 
On occasion we will consider exceptions to this policy because 
something published online is defamatory or because the item 
has put an individual's life at risk. 
 

In contrast, two news organizations definitively stated that unpublishing outside of legal 

mandates or inaccuracies was against policy. Interestingly, both were university news outlets. 

The Aquinas’ policy, just two paragraphs long, ended with: 

The Aquinas prides itself on reporting information that is both 
truthful and corroborated.  If information is published that is 
untruthful, The Aquinas will update or edit the article by 
attaching an addendum to the content to correct its 
mistake.  However, The Aquinas will not remove content that 
is truthful after it has been published as doing so would conflict 
with good journalistic practice. 
 

Of the 46 (74.2%) policies that addressed unpublishing requests by the public, only 

15—or about a third of them—clearly acknowledged and specifically outlined a policy that 

invited and facilitated requests from individuals. These policies, to varying degrees, outlined 

the parameters of their policy (e.g. who can apply) and supplied a method—ranging from an 

email to an online submission form—for individuals to submit a request. For those 

organizations that indicated unpublishing was within the range of acceptable news practices, 

the contextual parameters of each policy varied widely on several factors. Those are 

discussed, including with the organizations’ justifications for its approach, in the following 

section of this chapter. 
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Policy Parameters 

This section reports findings related to the contextual factors identified in policy 

communications. Mirroring the coding framework, findings are presented in sections 

concerning the actors involved (who), the content types addressed (what), relevant 

timeframes presented (when), the locations of editorial activity (where), the justifications for 

acting or refusing to act (why), and the internal processes and editorial practices sanctioned 

(how).  

Several summaries and descriptive data accompany this section. To gauge the 

prevalence of certain content guidelines, key variables are quantified by organization in 

Table 5.2 (see Appendix H), and a corresponding descriptive summary is reported in this 

chapter (Table 5.3). Qualitative findings from the policy analysis related to pre-publication 

practices are summarized in Table 5.4 (see Appendix I); Similarly, a summary is provided in 

Table 5.5 (Appendix J) specific to unpublishing practices.  

Who: Actors Identified 

Policy analysis identified any parties with a role or some level of agency in the 

process outlined, both within and outside of organization. Also noted were any actors 

expressly identified as excluded or ineligible by the news organization. The four types of 

actors identified were private individuals who might make a request; corporations or other 

entities, such as law or reputation management firms; public figures or others in roles of 

public trust; and internal decisionmakers. Each are discussed below. 

Private Individuals. Generally, news policies were targeted to and designed for 

content about and/or requests made by private individuals. Although exclusions based on 

other factors were plentiful and diverse, the recurrent thread throughout the sample was that 
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the policies were intended to help the private individual—especially ones who committed a 

minor criminal infraction years ago—mitigate the impact of past publicity. This statement 

from Chris Quinn, editor of Cleveland.com and The Plain Dealer, is representative of the 

“who” policymakers had in mind: 

As an example of the kinds of stories I'm talking about, 
consider the drunken teenager who breaks a monument in a 
cemetery or the errant driver who hits the gas instead of the 
brakes and drives through a storefront. These are mildly 
interesting bits of news because they happened, not because of 
who was involved. But if the names are included and the 
stories stay on cleveland.com for years or decades, the 
embarrassment never ends for those involved.  
 

Not all private individuals were seen as equally deserving for digital redemption, however. 

Each policy stipulated its own set of guidelines based on the other contextual factors reported 

in this chapter. Prevalent stipulations are reported in the appropriate sections.  

Organizations and Those in Positions of Public Trust. Editorial policies tended to 

expressly identify actors whose requests would not be considered. These typically included 

all or a subset of celebrities, public officials, public figures, and others holding positions of 

public trust in the community (e.g., teachers, physicians). The policy of the Craig Daily 

Press, a twice-weekly newspaper in Colorado, clearly excluded those in the public eye: 

Who doesn’t get clemency? Elected officials and other notable 
community leaders or public figures. They are held to a higher 
standard and should remain accountable for their actions.  
 

The Boston Globe, on the other hand, left itself more leeway, stating that it would accept 

requests from anyone—although requests from those in the public eye would be held to a 

higher standard of scrutiny, among a host of other considerations. Its policy read: 

We consider a number of factors in determining how to handle 
a request, including: The severity of a crime or incident; 
whether there is a pattern of incidents; how long ago the story 
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was published; how old the person was at the time of the 
incident; whether the person involved was in a position of 
public trust; and the value of keeping the information public. 
 

The “ad hoc” balancing of factors was also apparent in one news policy that used a real-life 

example to explain when accepting a request from a person in the public eye might be 

appropriate. Davis Enterprise, a family-owned newspaper in California, explained: 

For the most part, embarrassing old news … isn’t enough. 
Safety, on the other hand, should be. For example, we once had 
a request from a police officer who was about to join the 
undercover division. He wanted to be removed from the story 
covering his badge ceremony. Obviously, it was easy to say yes 
there.  
 

 Other groups expressly excluded in unpublishing guidelines included corporations and other 

entities, especially law firms and reputation management companies. Some organizations 

identified them directly, while others achieved the same goal by clearly stating that 

individuals must submit requests personally. The Bangor Daily News, a family-owned 

newspaper in Maine, summed up this sentiment concisely, stating, “This is aimed at helping 

individuals to move on from past mistakes, not to help companies improve their public 

relations.” Notable policy exclusions, including those actors identified as ineligible to make a 

request, are reported in Table 5.2 (see Appendix H). 

Internal Decisionmakers. Very few organizations identified the internal 

decisionmakers involved in the development of the policy nor those that would adjudicate 

submitted requests to unpublish, opting instead to speak in the name of the organization or 

“we.” Those who did refer to internal actors offered vague descriptions, as in the case of the 

Boston Globe: “The committee that drafted these guidelines is made up of journalists who 

serve in several roles and work in different departments across the newsroom.”  
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What: Content Considered 

The most prevalent factor outlined in news policies was the type of published content 

that would be considered or prioritized for review. Most broadly, it was extremely rare for 

policies to extend the scope of content considered beyond identification in crime coverage 

and/or routine mugshot publication. Consistently, the common denominator in policy 

guidelines was a focus on minor crimes.   

This section identifies the themes found in policies when it came to what content 

newsrooms considered appropriate to cease publishing, alter, or remove. Those categories are 

the publication of mugshots, both in online “galleries” or in conjunction with crime reports; 

identification of individuals in crime reports; and the routine publication of arrest reports or 

crime logs. After reporting findings on each theme, the section concludes with other 

exceptions identified and worthy of note. 

Publication of Mugshots. Of the 48 policies (45%) that included one or more “pre-

publication” editorial practice—those practices, typically related to crime reporting, that have 

risen in tandem with others specifically directed at the unpublishing of news content—21 

focused on the publication of mugshots. Further, six of those announced the dismantling of 

“mugshot galleries”— automatic feeds from law enforcement that publish an arrest 

photograph for every person arrested, regardless of whether formal charges are ever officially 

filed. Florida ABC affiliate WTXL-TV’s General Manager, Matt Brown, acknowledged what 

his outlet would suffer as a consequence of their decision to eliminate this practice: 

The booking report was a mainstay on our website for years. 
For much of that time, it had its own section titled “Mugshots,” 
and was usually in our top-5 most visited pages on the website. 
Inside each report was a mugshot of every person who was 
booked into the county jail the day before, his or her charge(s), 
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and the date he or she was released.  
 

The remaining 15 documents that focused on mugshot publication addressed their 

routine publication related to crime reporting. These communications generally announced 

the news organization’s intention to reduce the use of mugshots in future news coverage, 

most often for reports about lesser crimes and private individuals. Each offered at least some 

factors that would guide editorial decisions to determine if publishing a mugshot would be 

appropriate.  

However, every policy made clear that the outlet’s new editorial position came with a 

host of exceptions. While a few made vague references to cases in which publication would 

be “sufficiently newsworthy” or have “high news value,” others provided more concrete 

details about what might trigger the decision to publish. Some of the common exceptions 

were noted by WPTV-TV, a Florida NBC affiliate: 

There are times when a person’s mugshot is newsworthy and 
essential to our journalistic mission. WPTV will continue to 
use mugshots when police have an active manhunt underway 
or there's a search for additional victims. These are 
circumstances where the public must see the image to avoid 
potential danger or speak up as a victim. Mugshots may also be 
used in certain circumstances when a crime is sufficiently 
newsworthy, or the person is a well-known public figure. 
Additionally, after a person has been convicted of a crime a 
mugshot may be used in the context of reporting on the 
resolution of a case. 
 

 Another prevalent theme concerned exclusions to the policy based on the type of 

crime being reported. Across the entire sample, 20 (32.2%) policies included caveats 

dependent on type or level of crime. Typically excluded were violent crimes such as murder, 

sex crimes including rape and molestation, and crimes against children. Other organizations 
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drew the publication decision-making line between misdemeanors and felonies, while 

another specified only “victimless” crimes were appropriate for review. 

Although infrequent, a few policies factored an internal resource consideration into 

the decision whether to initially report on an arrest: publication depended on whether the 

crime was considered worthy enough to expend additional newsroom resources on future 

reporting as the case made its way through the legal system. If the publication was committed 

to following the case through to adjudication, a mugshot was considered more appropriate to 

publish.  

Identification in Crime Reporting. Another theme specifically identified in a small 

number of policies within the sample (often assumed yet unstated in policies focused on 

mugshots, and therefore difficult to quantify) was an emerging editorial practice to eliminate 

personally identifying information from some crime reports. In the cases of the Journal 

Gazette & Times-Courier, a news outlet in central Illinois, and WRTV in Indianapolis, it was 

a general rule to withhold identification until a person was formally charged regardless of the 

crime with few exclusions (such as public figure status). Like its position on mugshots, 

WRTV also limited suspect identification to crimes that would be followed by the news 

organization through the legal process. Others like LebTown, an independent online news 

organization in Pennsylvania, explained that although they automatically publish all crime 

reports from local police, they redact names from the most minor crimes.   

Routine Publication of Arrest Reports or Crime Logs. The final category identified in 

the sample related to pre-publication news policies concerned the routine publication of 

arrest reports or crime logs. These were described as a routine, comprehensive list of arrests 

from community law enforcement agencies, much like mugshot galleries, that provide little 
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detail and no editorial context. While two organizations announced dismantling their crime 

logs altogether, the more prevalent solution pertained to “delisting,” or hiding the content 

from search engines such as Google or Yahoo when an individual types in a person’s name. 

While individuals in the public eye and more serious crimes were the most noted 

exceptions, four (6.4%) policies also expressed a reluctance to unpublish comments from 

individuals who initially agreed to speak to the media, yet later asked that their comments be 

scrubbed from news archives. Requests prompted by this type of “source remorse” seemed 

off the table for consideration, although policy verbiage again tended to leave the door open 

to such requests. For example, The Boston Globe’s Frequently Asked Questions document 

indicated it would consider editorial content, including photographs, that was unrelated to 

criminal activity but potentially embarrassing, nonetheless. 

How: Organizational Processes 

This section reports on the internal processes news organizations have developed to 

address the unpublishing phenomenon (both public requests and pre-publication practices 

that reduce the potential need to unpublish later). Findings first address what processes 

newsrooms have established to allow the public to submit unpublishing requests, then turn to 

identify how organizations communicate processes to review and adjudicate those requests.  

Request Process. Two organizational processes were identified in the policy sample. 

The first concerned the method in which individuals might submit an unpublishing request, 

and the second focused on the review and adjudication process of internal decisionmakers. 

Concerning the submission process, the most common contact method provided was 

email, and the least common provided was a telephone number. Communications typically 

provided an email address either of a specific editor or a custom veiled email address for 
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submissions. Examples of veiled email addresses ranged from those commonly seen11 to 

custom addresses specifically developed for the submission process.12 With two exceptions, 

those organizations using email to receive requests did not outline specific information the 

requestor should provide; instead, the policy simply stated some version of “contact us, and 

we will review your request.” 

The level of information required to submit a request was the distinguishing factor 

among those organizations using email and those using online submission forms. Although 

some online forms, such as the Bangor Daily News’ form,13 kept the required information to 

a minimum—the individual’s name, contact information, the URLs associated with the 

request, and a space to make a comment— the more common form collected much more data 

about the requestor’s particular situation, as well as documentation to substantiate claims 

such as a conviction being expunged, an arrest that never resulted in the filing of formal 

criminal charges, or charges being reduced. For example, the Salt Lake Tribune directs 

readers to a Google Redaction Request form14 that requires the information identified above 

as well as the person’s date of birth, specific reason for making the request, and how they 

would like the Tribune to act upon the request. The form also includes fields that, although 

not mandatory, demonstrate the expectation that documentation and additional details may be 

necessary to fully adjudicate requests related to crime reports. These include asking for a 

person’s criminal case number, submission of related court documents, indication whether 

 
11 For example, editor@ABCnewsroom or newsroom@ABCorganization 
12 Such as Cleveland.com’s tobeforgotten@cleveland.com 
13 See bangordailynews.com/forgetme 
14 See sltrib.com/redactionrequest 
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the case has been expunged by the court, and a space to explain if the requestor feels racial 

bias attributed to the outcome of their case. 

Adjudication Processes. The process a news organization outlined to review and 

adjudicate an individual’s request was one of the most obscure elements within the policy 

sample. Much of the sample simply implied an internal decision would occur; others inferred 

an internal group or committee would make the determination. The Martha’s Vineyard Times 

provided a general, yet the most extensive, description of its internal process, stating: 

The editor will review the request, and then bring his or her 
recommendation before the editorial board for a final decision 
on whether a story will be blocked from being searchable by 
search engines such as Google.  
 

More common than outlining the internal process was the outline of decision-making factors 

relating to the specifics of the request. Those factors, such as the type of crime committed or 

the time since publication of the news report, were reported in the preceding section on 

editorial content. 

How: Editorial Practices 

This section identifies the editorial practices news organizations identified as 

appropriate to take either proactively (through pre-publication editorial decisions) or 

reactively (post-publication practices). The four primary methods of addressing unpublishing 

requests or accomplishing related objectives identified within the policy sample were found 

to be used individually or in various combinations, depending on the news organization. The 

methods identified were removal of the content from the original URL on the news website; 

de-indexing the web page (blocking the content that includes the personal information from 

search engines); anonymizing the personal information in the original report; and updating 

information via the addition of editor’s notes, direct updates to the content, and in more 
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limited instances, writing a new article. Details concerning the practices sanctioned within 

each organization’s policy are reported in Table 5.2 (see Appendix H) and addressed in detail 

below. More broadly, Table 5.3 reports descriptive data related to editorial practices 

identified, exclusions, and cases in which additional scrutiny was required.  

Table 5.3. 
Descriptives: Sanctioned Editorial Practices  
 
Variable  N % of Sample 

Actions Taken     

Remove Content  26 41.9 
Update  26 41.9 
New Article  13 21.0 
Anonymize   11 17.7 
Deindex  9 14.5 
Sunset (Proactive de-indexing  
content en mass)  3 

 
4.8 

    

Exclusions or Added Security    

Public Figures  20 32.2 
Certain Crimes  20 32.2 
Source Remorse  4 6.4 
Companies  2 3.2 

Notes. N = 62. Categories represent editorial practices included in policy communications. 
Categories are not mutually exclusive. News policies could include multiple actions and/or 
exclusions. See Appendix H, Table 5.2, for sanctioned practices by news organization. 
 

Removal from Original URL. The implied intent of a policy about unpublishing 

infers its focus on the removal or deletion of information, yet it should not insinuate an 

organization’s acceptance of nor willingness to engage in the practice. In fact, nine of the 

policies within the sample (14.5%) simply stated that the organization would not unpublish. 

The University of Scranton’s student newspaper, The Aquinas, is representative of the 

language used to convey this clear-cut approach to the issue:   
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The Aquinas prides itself on reporting information that is both 
truthful and corroborated. If information is published that is 
untruthful, The Aquinas will update or edit the article by 
attaching an addendum to the content to correct its 
mistake.  However, The Aquinas will not remove content that 
is truthful after it has been published as doing so would conflict 
with good journalistic practice.  
 

Similar statements were made by an additional 10 policies (16%) that did not go so 

far as to say they would never unpublish, but instead that removal might occur in only the 

rarest of situations (often, with no examples of what those rare situations might be). While 

some of these organizations stated a willingness to take other actions such as updating 

content or deindexing content from search engines, others were found to pivot from the issue 

altogether. Instead, several of these organizations immediately pivoted the policy language to 

emphasize a willingness to correct factual inaccuracies, as seen in the Austin Daily Herald’s 

policy below:  

While we may not grant that a story be removed from the 
website, there are other options that can be pursued. 
 
If you believe you were quoted incorrectly, contact the 
newsroom staff, and a correction can print in the newspaper, 
and the quote itself can be corrected in the online version. 
Again, the story will not be taken down, but it can be corrected.  
 

In summary, 30% of the policies indicating that the organization was fully or strongly 

against engaging in the practice of unpublishing still acknowledged instances in which 

something must be done. Otherwise, a willingness to update content—or correct errors, 

which is a longstanding journalistic practice—was the furthest these organizations were 

willing to go. 

Deindexing from Search Engines. For other news organizations, deindexing content 

from search engines was identified as the preferred method to meet the objectives of those 
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making requests. By deindexing rather than deleting content, news organizations are able to 

meet requestor’s objectives—obscuring the information from general searches on the 

internet—yet retain the original content on the news outlet’s website. The Bangor Daily 

News effectively explained this process to readers: 

Starting today, the Bangor Daily News will be taking requests 
to remove old crime stories from Google, which is responsible 
for 97 percent of our search traffic. If we approve the request, 
the stories will remain on the site, but they will be only 
findable through our own search box on bangordailynews.com. 
Wherever possible, we will remove the original social media 
posts promoting the stories. In other words, the average person 
doing a Google search will not find out you were arrested for 
marijuana possession at a gravel pit party in 2004.  
 

Obscuring crime reports from search engines was approached in two ways, with the 

distinguishing factor being when delisting occurred. Some organizations blocked reports 

from the moment of publication, while others delisted content after a certain length of time. 

For news organizations that enabled search engines to initially index crime reports, the time 

period for obscuring them varied. For example, The Gettysburgian, the student newspaper of 

Gettysburg College in Pennsylvania, set the delisting trigger at three years after publication; 

the Southeast Missourian in Cape Girardeau, Missouri, set its delisting timeframe at six years 

after publication.  

Anonymization. The third method for addressing requests from the public to 

unpublish old content was to remove the individual’s personally identifying information. 

This method scrubs the content of any reference to a particular individual yet keeps the 

content available on the news site and discoverable through online searches. An example 

would be removing Boulder, Colorado, resident John Smith’s name in an arrest report to read 

“a Boulder man was arrested…” 
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 The most prominent news organization to utilize anonymization as a routine practice 

was The Associated Press, which announced in June 2021 that it would no longer name 

suspects in stories concerned with minor crimes and for which the AP would not pursue 

follow-up reporting. Vice President for Standards John Daniszewski explained: 

AP will no longer name suspects in minor crime stories, which 
we sometimes cover and pick up from member news 
organizations as one-off briefs because they are “odd” and of 
interest to our customers… 
 
The names of suspects are generally not newsworthy beyond 
their local communities. We will not link from these stories to 
others that do name the person, and we will not move mugshots 
in these cases, since the accused would be identifiable by that 
photo as well.  
 

Updating Information. The most prevalent practice identified within the sample was 

to simply update original content based on events occurring after the initial information was 

published. Twenty-six policies (42%) identified updating content as the preferred method of 

action when a request to unpublish was received. Cases in which content was considered for 

updating typically included crime reports in which charges were dropped, cases were 

expunged, charges were reduced, or people were ultimately found not guilty. Those news 

organizations that indicated either they would not unpublish or that removal of content was 

very rare almost always directly pivoted to say they were willing to update information when 

appropriate. The U.S. military news outlet Stars and Stripes followed up its statement that it 

would not alter nor unpublish content except in cases of legal mandates with: 

However, in some cases, articles may deserve an update or 
further reporting may be necessary if details related to a story 
have since changed. Such examples are usually related to legal 
matters where information concerning the outcome of the 
matter involving individuals may not be known for many 
months after the article was published. Providing an addendum 
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to the story or altering such stories is intended to improve 
clarity and add context. 
 

Of note within policies that acknowledged a willingness to update content were the 

methods in which said updates would occur. “Update” was found to most commonly denote 

altering the original content, but other actions such as publishing a separate item were found 

to be considered acceptable responses as well. Updating practices at times included adding an 

editor’s note to the article to note the change to readers in some cases, but not in every 

instance. Some news outlets, such as U.S. News and World Report, also provided information 

concerning when the update occurred. 

When: Timeframes for Action 

News policies were analyzed for indications concerning the time factors involved in 

the unpublishing process. The two most prominent themes addressed internal timelines for 

adjudication of submitted requests and restrictions concerning the age of content considered 

appropriate to review. Each are addressed below. 

Internal timelines were typically not provided within policy guidelines, but when 

present attempted to set the expectations of those making requests. Most common were 

statements that newsroom reviews would occur on some routine basis (such as twice a 

month) or that it may take a certain period (such as two weeks) for requestors to receive a 

reply. 

More commonly related to time were restrictions concerning the age of information 

considered appropriate to review. The Bangor Daily News in Maine indicated it would only 

de-index information about misdemeanor crimes published at least five years prior, and the 

timeframe was increased to 10 years for felonies. The organization indicated those 

timeframes are the same used by its state court system to destroy old criminal documents.  
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Other news organizations that offered criteria concerning the age of information 

acceptable for consideration did not note the reasoning behind the specific requirement, such 

as the College Heights Herald which mandated content must have been published at least one 

year prior. Lastly, some policies indicated that a criminal case must have been adjudicated by 

the court system (whether that meant a case was dismissed, expunged, etc.) before the 

request would be considered. 

Where: Locations of Editorial Activity 

The “where” unpublishing practices take place—meaning, namely, the location 

online containing the content in question that will be removed or altered—was somewhat 

vague in all but very few policies. In most instances, it was assumed that the nexus of action 

was on the news website, with more granular, yet important, information left unclear. 

Policies typically inferred removal or other action would take place on its website in general 

or in the news organization’s archive, although it was unclear if those were separate locations 

or one in the same. Similarly, policies did not acknowledge that information may “live” in 

multiple locations and in multiple formats on a news site (e.g., a PDF of a printed paper), nor 

how the instituted practices might address multiple forms of content. 

In relation to location of content, the most common reference was in policies that 

embraced delisting from search engines as the organization’s primary practice in response to 

unpublishing requests. In the policies of the Southeast Missourian and Bangor Daily News, 

for example, a description of the delisting process was followed by a clear indication that the 

content would be retained and remain publicly accessible on the news organizations’ 

websites. The Southeast Missourian emphasized that deindexing was not the same as 

deletion and provided reasoning for retaining the information on its own website: 
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The newspaper will not discontinue archiving articles and 
police reports, and they will still be retained in other ways. 
People may still use newspaper archives to do background 
checks by contacting the newspaper for research. 
 

At least one organization justified its policy against unpublishing by emphasizing to 

readers that published information would still be available in other locations online. The Los 

Angeles Times explained: 

The Los Angeles Times has a policy not to change or remove 
articles from its historical archives. Our archived content on the 
Internet is a matter of public record, as are the archives of the 
newsprint editions. Times articles also are archived in separate 
online databases including ProQuest, Factiva and LexisNexis, 
so there are multiple sources for this published material. 
 

Lastly, social media as a potential location of content that must be addressed was all 

but absent in policy documents. The Bangor Daily News was the only organization to 

indicate that it would attempt to remove social media posts referring to news that was 

approved to be unpublished. 

Why: Policy Justifications 

The last factor analyzed for Research Question One focused on the justifications, or 

reasons, organizations used to explain the “why” of unpublishing to readers. Analysis found 

two main applications in which justifications were emphasized. The first was to explain why 

the news organization determined the policy was necessary. The second was to justify the 

specific editorial parameters (e.g., what actions were considered appropriate, what content 

would be considered, who could make a request) chosen by the organization to enact into 

policy.  

Broadly, the justifications for establishing an unpublishing (or related) policy were 

rooted in the desire to reduce the negative impact on those identified in the news, especially 



  144 

for those accused of committing minor crimes. Further analysis indicated organizations’ 

justifications centered on four key themes. Each theme is briefly outlined below. The 

implications of these justifications on journalistic norms and professional tenets are 

addressed as part of Research Question Two. 

Ubiquity of Online Information. The most common reason provided by news 

organizations for establishing an unpublishing policy was the ease of finding information 

about someone’s past on the internet—or, as MLive described it, the internet’s amplification 

of “the ubiquity, presence and persistence of unflattering news.” Alongside commentary 

about the long lifespan of information online generally, The Bangor Daily News was 

indicative of organizations that explained how journalism specifically contributes to society 

not forgetting: 

Before the internet became the primary path to read Bangor 
Daily News journalism, it was pretty easy for people accused 
of crimes to be forgotten. The story was out there for a day or 
two, then the reader tossed the newspaper in a woodstove or 
recycling bin. End of story. If you wanted to dig up something 
from the past, you had to go to the library and scroll through 
microfiche.  
Now, because of the overwhelming dominance of Google, past 
mistakes and transgressions live forever. 
 

Societal Reckoning on Race and Equity. A subset of organizations grounded their 

policies in the need to eliminate the disproportionate harms experienced by people of color 

and other marginalized groups within society. For example, The Boston Globe introduced its 

Fresh Start program with, “Following the nationwide reckoning on racial justice, the Globe is 

looking inward at its own practices and how they have affected communities of color.” This 

theme was most prevalent in policies announcing changes specific to the publication of 

mugshots. 
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Those news organizations that announced a decision to dismantle online mugshot 

galleries tended to point to their societal impact on communities of color and their 

contributions to furthering negative stereotypes. WKBW 7 Eyewitness News in Buffalo, New 

York, noted that the process was unfair based on other factors as well, including the practices 

of law enforcement organization and the financial means of the accused: 

In addition, these images can be prejudicial and discriminatory, 
disproportionately affecting some communities more than 
others. This can depend on everything from arrest location (and 
the arresting department's and district attorney's policy on 
releasing booking photos) to the arrested person's ability to 
afford adequate legal representation, factors that may also be 
weighted by the effects of systemic racism. These images often 
do not provide any value to the news viewer. 
 

 Much like the policies about mugshot galleries, the policies concerning the editorial 

use of mugshots similarly emphasized their negative impact on marginalized groups. The 

Chicago Tribune used the introduction to its mugshot publication policy to offer this context: 

These guidelines are intended to help ensure restrained, fair 
and consistent use of mugshots with news stories. Media 
companies are examining their need to do better around 
questions of fairness. This is particularly critical in recognizing 
how their work might reinforce racial stereotypes and amount 
to punitive coverage of people who enter the criminal justice 
system—the majority of whom come from underprivileged 
backgrounds. This policy prioritizes public safety, news 
judgment and compassionate coverage, and acknowledges 
inconsistencies in the criminal justice system that affect which 
mugshots are released and published online.  
 

Lack of Editorial Follow-Up. Specific to routine mugshot publication and online 

arrest reports, news policies tended to point to the lack of editorial follow-up as a critical 

failure in continuing to publish them. WRAL-TV, a television station in Raleigh, North 

Carolina, explained to readers how online mugshot galleries function and why they are 

problematic: 



  146 

The photos are generated by automated data feeds supplied by 
county jails. There is no follow-up on whether any of the 
hundreds of people arrested each week are convicted, acquitted 
or have had their cases dismissed, perhaps contributing to a 
presumption of guilt rather than a presumption of innocence. 
 

Devoid of information about the developments in the case after an initial arrest, 

readers may struggle to understand that the individual may, in fact, be innocent or have never 

been officially charged. This lack of context past the initial arrest creates permanent 

reputational scars, as the Montgomery County Advertiser pointed out: 

The issue at hand is that these mugshots are only a single snap, 
an instant of time that doesn't tell the full picture of someone's 
past. When a future employer, new friend or potential landlord 
conduct an online search of the person, they won't get the full 
story.  
 

Lack of News Value. Another justification for eliminating or reducing certain types 

of crime coverage, as well as altering such coverage published in the past, was the argument 

that the content simply is not newsworthy. Publication for reasons other than the 

information’s news value, such as entertainment or to generate advertising revenue, were 

called out as unacceptable in a time when the personal consequences can be substantial and 

last a lifetime. The Oracle at Henderson State University explained how a mugshot may have 

held more value in times past, but now has little to no impact on the masses: 

The question at the heart of this issue is, “what does a mugshot 
do for the audience.” At one time, they served as a public 
service to spread awareness of a danger or crime spree. Now, 
they act almost as a form of entertainment. We’ve come to 
expect a mugshot every once in a while of a thug from Little 
Rock who broke somebody’s car window for no reason. This 
one time occurrence is of little consequence to a viewer in 
Arkadelphia.  
 

Reevaluating the news value of information was identified as a particular issue related 

to articles and photographs written with the intent to poke fun at the subject. Although a 
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particularly odd or outrageous arrest photograph might have weighed into editorial decision-

making in the past, The Associated Press policy made it clear that “we will also stop 

publishing stories driven mainly by a particularly embarrassing mugshot, nor will we publish 

such mugshots solely because of the appearance of the accused.” 

Of the policies analyzed, one news outlet stood out for elaborating its reasoning and 

addressing multiple issues versus more simplistic and singular explanations. The 

Philadelphia Inquirer invested more than half of its succinct 245-word announcement about 

discontinuing using mugshots to explain to its readers why: 

Because of longstanding racial disparities in arrest rates, 
mugshots disproportionately feature Black and Latinx people. 
Unrelenting, routine publication of such mugshots strengthens 
stereotypes and contributes to systemic racism. 
 
Pre-conviction mugshots are inherently unfair, depicting 
suspects as criminals before guilt or innocence has been 
established. 
Online, mugshots exist indefinitely, easily findable through 
search engines. Years after the alleged offense, mugshots on 
Inquirer.com or other news sites can make it harder for 
individuals to find jobs and move on with their lives. 
 
Many published mugshots feature private individuals, charged 
with routine crimes. They are frequently published out of habit. 
The news value of these photos is often negligible. 
 

Discussion 

This section discusses the findings reported for Research Question One, which asked: 

what policies and practices have news organizations adopted in response to the rise in 

unpublishing requests? After a brief discussion of the basic characteristics (outlet type, 

communication method, and policy scope), the rest of the chapter focused on the specific 

policy parameters, or contextual factors, identified within the policies in depth. In Chapter 
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Eight, these findings will be revisited in relationship with the findings from subsequent 

research questions. 

Most broadly, findings spoke to three characteristics of the sample: the types of 

organizations making unpublishing policies available to the public, the method in which the 

organization communicated its policy to the public, and the topical scope of the guidelines 

contained within the policy. Taken together, the findings suggest that news organizations of 

all kinds are beginning to adopt unpublishing-related editorial policies, yet those policies 

diverge greatly in scope and tactic as well as in how they are communicated to the public. 

Each of these is addressed below. 

Based on the organizational makeup of the sample, unpublishing seems to be finding 

its way into newsrooms regardless of primary medium or ownership model. Of particular 

interest was the prevalence of university student media (n = 12, 19.3%). University media are 

well-versed in pressures to unpublish, as they both (1) cover a young-adult population, 

potentially prone to youthful indiscretions and (2) may contain information graduates want to 

bury as they begin their professional lives. Broadcast organizations were similarly 

represented. Although unpublishing can sometimes be conceptualized as only a printed-

word-or-photograph phenomenon, audio and video organizations are affected—especially in 

the digital era when these organizations may maintain robust printed news content 

indistinguishable from a newspaper’s website.  

Concerning the form of communication, although the sample contained policy 

content, not all communications were codified policy documents or otherwise found within 

official company documentation. In fact, almost half of the communications took the form of 

a “one-off” news article or editorial. These editorial guidelines, then, were absent from any 
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official organizational policy document or web page and therefore much more difficult for 

any website visitor to find. This finding mimics 2009 data that found only half of news 

organizations that indicated they had an unpublishing policy codified it in writing (English, 

2009). And although a news article or other communication may be appropriate at the time 

the policy was initially released, the absence of a permanent and logical location for the 

information on an organization’s website seems ineffective. Incorporating information about 

unpublishing practices into formal organization policy documents is preferable, giving it 

better exposure externally.   

Policy Scope 

Turning to the topical scope of the policies, two main themes were identified: those 

policies that addressed ongoing reporting practices such as the routine use of mugshots, 

identified here as pre-publication practices, and those that concerned the post-publication 

takedown (or other alteration) of editorial content. Most notably, only a fifth of the policies 

within the sample addressed both topics. This finding would not be as concerning if one 

organization simply had two policies, each addressing one aspect of the issue, yet this was 

only the case for one news outlet in the sample. Therefore, these organizations have some 

level of policy addressing the global challenge—the lack of obscurity of those named in the 

news—yet are in no way forming practices that offer any comprehensive scope of response. 

The lack of pre-publication practices could, in fact, lead to more pressure to unpublish; a 

news organization that continues to host a mugshot gallery, for example, is setting itself up 

for people to ask that their photos be unpublished. One strain of policy, therefore, can 

strengthen another, and the two should be considered in tandem. This type of multi-pronged 
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approach to the broader issue will also likely prompt consideration of other editorial practices 

that may need to be included, as will be discussed later in this chapter. 

When analyzing these two categories further, study findings become more difficult to 

parse clearly. Although the two categories above are distinct, the types of guidelines that 

were included in their respective polies were anything but. In general, policies focused on 

pre-publication practices tended to be clearer and more definitive in their guidelines than 

policies that addressed post-publication takedowns. In fact, some post-publication policies 

felt akin to a bait and switch: these were policies with titles indicating they concerned 

unpublishing more broadly, but were actually singly comprised of existing journalistic 

commitments to correct factual errors or take down content a court of law deemed libelous. 

Therefore, a takedown policy—identified as such—might merely restate the organization’s 

policies related to complaints of inaccuracy. Obviously, corrections policies have existed for 

decades in the news business. Similarly, some policies rested on statements that they would 

remove information when it was legally required (e.g., defamation mandates) without any 

reference to the assumed point of the policy: whether the organization would consider 

takedown requests from the public. To be clear, these were policies that never addressed 

takedown requests generally. This type of rhetorical pivot made it difficult to firmly decipher 

where, in fact, the organization stood on unpublishing. 

For those policies that directly addressed the topics inferred by their titles, this study 

found a fractured set of professional positions and practices. At their most polarizing, some 

organizations unequivocally identified unpublishing as outside the bounds of professional 

journalistic practice, while others indicated unpublishing was simply a new reality of digital 

news work. In contrast, policies were most harmonious when it came to addressing new ways 
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to cover minor crime, with many policies reflecting those guidelines provided by the 

RTDNA and ONA. Yet even these common practices could come with a battery of caveats 

and qualifiers that made a news outlet’s policy difficult to decipher. These issues are 

discussed further as they relate to policy parameters below. 

Policy Parameters 

 This section discusses the findings related to five contextual factors of pre- and post-

publication editorial policies within the study sample. These are who, or the actors involved; 

what, or the content addressed; when, or the timelines involved; where, or the locations (in 

terms of content) in which editorial practices occur; why, or the justifications for taking 

action; and how, or the specific editorial methods of resolution identified.  

Who: Actors Involved 

The analysis of news policies made one thing clear: Regardless of whether the policy 

addressed pre- or post-publication topics, new guidelines were primarily intended to 

eliminate or obscure the names of private people who find themselves in the news. About a 

third of policies specifically identified public officials as either being excluded from 

consideration or being held to a higher level of scrutiny, as specifically suggested by the 

RTDNA Guidelines for Covering Crime. This was the actor identified as least appropriate to 

benefit from the policy, although most policies left some leeway for ad-hoc decision-making 

based on the merits of each request. 

Only two organizations specifically excluded companies or corporations from 

benefiting from the outlet’s specific policy. This is posited as problematic, especially in a 

time in which advertising revenue is scarce and coveted. An advertiser’s hesitation to renew 

an advertising contract, for example, may be enough to convince a news outlet to make an 
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embarrassing article from the past disappear. Another two groups absent from policies were 

employees and former employees of the news organization, although these requests are rising 

in prevalence (personal communications with news editors, 2019-2022).  

Lastly, the lack of policy regarding children identified in the news seems potentially 

problematic as well. Minors who are identified by their parents, for example, may ask for 

anonymity when they reach an age of adult consent. These issues are likely to continue to 

emerge as the unpublishing phenomenon matures into an accepted journalistic reality. 

One last group is important to address when it comes to news content: sources who 

regret speaking on the record. “Source remorse” was only addressed in four (6.4%) policy 

communications. Source remorse—a situation in which a person consented to be 

interviewed, the information was published, and (typically years later) they ask that their 

comments be unpublished—has been noted by industry professionals as a request they 

receive that is outside the scope of any crime coverage policies. The topic is absent from the 

trade publications’ recommendations used as initial coding categories for the study. This is 

an area in which additional policy development is important to consider—especially as it 

relates to practices of informed consent. Informed consent is arguably more important in the 

age of Google, and when consent is questionable, it may serve as a predeterminate for future 

requests to unpublish.  

What: Content Considered 

Most frequently, editorial stipulations concerned content about local crime, including 

the publication of arrest logs from law enforcement agencies, the routine publication of 

mugshots, and the identification of suspects or those simply arrested (i.e., not yet formally 

charged) for minor crimes. This was not totally unexpected, based on the a priori content 
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analysis guidance taken from the recommended news practices from the SPJ, RTDNA, and 

ONA. The RTDNA and ONA—two organizations that offer specific guidance for related 

pre-publication practices—complement and at times overlap one another’s recommendations 

when it comes to issues such as naming criminal suspects or updating criminal charges as the 

case progresses. Many of these recommendations were clearly present in the sampled 

policies, with varying degrees of specificity and qualifiers in tow.  

Findings also show that automatic crime logs and mugshot galleries—low-hanging, 

potentially revenue-producing fruit of yesterday’s news organizations—are continuing to 

diminish from news sites. Policies often pointed to the lack of editorial context or follow-up 

as the biggest ill with these streams of information, a common refrain from the dozens of 

news outlets that have dismantled mugshot pages in the last several years. The arguments 

become more emphatic when the emphasis is on the most minor of crimes. 

Relatedly, the most common pre-publication practices identified in the sample 

aligned with the guidance provided by the RTDNA and ONA: Re-envisioning the 

appropriate use of arrest photographs and the newsworthiness of minor crime and those 

suspected of committing it. All other topics paled in comparison within the policies.  

A few types of content not identified within the policy sample are worth noting. News 

organizations have been asked to consider many more types of content than just crime; 

advertisements and sponsored content, marriage announcements and property sale listings, 

restaurant reviews and even “positive” publicity have all been the focus of someone’s request 

(personal communications with news editors, 2017-2022). While it is true that crime 

coverage is the preeminent driver of the phenomenon, policies should begin to add emphasis 

on other types of content as well.  
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One last question must be raised related to the content considered appropriate to 

withhold from publication and/or remove from online archives, and it is unfortunately as 

difficult to pose as to answer. Policies commonly excluded suspects of certain types of 

crimes from their unpublishing or pre-publication policies, yet these individuals are still only 

suspects at the time of the arrest. Must those individuals, by nature of the alleged criminal 

charge, be forever saddled with a digital marker of the accusation regardless of whether the 

charge has merit? A person accused of sexual assault, for example, is just that: accused. If 

found to be innocent, based on cultural sentiment concerning sexual abuse, would this 

individual not be as deserving of “digital redemption” as someone arrested for a DUI? As a 

case in point: The researcher has spoken to an individual who was accused of sexual assault, 

and subsequently named in the news. As the case continued, the alleged victim not only 

recanted, but was ultimately charged by police for filing a false police report. And yet the 

news organization that published the young man’s arrest would not remove nor alter the 

publicity. This begs the question as to whether the dividing line is appropriate to solely draw 

based on type of crime, or whether at which phase of a criminal case news is reported is key 

to fully addressing the damage digital pasts can do. A combination of both considerations 

may prove most effective, as well as most equitable. 

How: Organizational Processes and Editorial Practices 

Turning to the processes and procedures outlined in the sampled policies, three were 

identified: the method in which the public is instructed to make unpublishing requests, the 

adjudication processes of the news organizations once a request has been made, and the 

specific news practices or procedures used by the news organization to achieve the intended 

goal. Each are discussed here in turn. 
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Of the 15 organizations that described a process that entailed the public making an 

unpublishing (e.g., delisting, update) request, of most interest was the range of personal 

information expected to be submitted by the requestor. In some cases, instructions simply 

told requestors to send an email to a certain address; other organizations used online request 

forms to ask for a more substantive amount of specific information.  

In the case of crime coverage, some organizations sanctioned unpublishing or 

delisting only for those convictions legally expunged by a court. Several of these policies 

pointed to the perceived equity in setting the expungement standard, as it acknowledges the 

authority of the legal system to determine that a conviction should be omitted from public 

view. However, the argument can be made that this position fails to consider that the agency 

and ability to have a conviction expunged is one that may privilege certain groups over 

others—therefore injecting inequity into the process instead.  

This raises another issue unaddressed in any trade organizations’ recommended 

practice, but highly relevant to most resource-strapped newsrooms in America today. If 

additional investigation is needed to corroborate the requestor’s claim that a case has been 

expunged or dismissed, for example, who is responsible for the legwork? Very few news 

organizations are likely to have resources to expend on such endeavors, especially if requests 

were received at scale. The Boston Globe’s Fresh Start indicates it will assume the 

responsibility for additional information gathering if necessary to adjudicate a request. It is 

fair to doubt that most small news outlets would be able to extend the same level of support. 

One last point related to request processes is especially relevant at a time when 

unpublishing and related policies are in their infancy. Without an automated process to 

receive requests in a routine way and with information standardized across requests, there is 
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no hope for the industry to accurately document request data—information that is critical to 

inform the development of future practices and can identify areas for continuous 

improvement organizationally. This deficit can be extended to question whether data is 

consistently and effectively captured concerning how requests are adjudicated, which could 

serve as an effective measure of organizational accountability as well as identify potential 

challenges to the policy.  

Next, the analysis identified information related to the adjudication processes outlined 

by news organizations as their methods for considering an individual’s request. This level of 

detail was typically absent from policy language—or, if present, vaguely described decision-

making within the news organization. As Kathy English’s 2009 initial industry report on 

unpublishing noted, unpublishing by consensus through a formed committee of news leaders 

is considered best practice, guarding against any sole individual serving as judge and jury. It 

was often unclear in policy language if decision-making was left to an individual or a group, 

which would increase transparency into the process. That suggestion must be taken with 

caution, however; sharing too much information about internal decisionmakers could be 

dangerous. Editors have shared instances in which an individual whose unpublishing request 

has been denied has arrived at the newsroom demanding to speak to the editor, and in another 

case the individual followed a female editor to her home to pressure her further about the 

request (personal communications with news editors, 2019). In the interest of safety, a fine 

line is likely necessary to offer some transparency, yet shelter key decisionmakers from 

retribution. 

When it came to identifying the specific editorial action an organization may take in 

response to an individual’s request, definitive answers once again became hazy. Policies 
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tended to clearly prioritize updating content over any other response such as delisting content 

from search engines, anonymizing a person’s name, writing a new article, or taking the 

content down, yet may not fully exclude an alternative practice without clear guidelines 

about when a specific practice might be most appropriate. Policy language tended to leave 

the reader confused beyond a general understanding that (a) an individual may ask that 

content be reviewed and (b) the organization may choose to do something in response. This 

preference to update rather than remove or obscure was typically contextualized as a 

commitment to accurate information—a hallmark, of course, of traditional news values. This 

will be discussed further as it relates to Research Question Two in the next chapter. 

When: Timelines for Action 

Although a few policies referenced general timeframes in which unpublishing 

requests would be reviewed and therefore provided more details concerning the process for 

the public, the larger finding concerned restrictions based on the age of news content 

considered appropriate for takedown or deindexing—a factor the RTDNA suggests 

newsrooms consider when evaluating requests. The age of news content was most often 

addressed in policies concerning deindexing content from search engines, as was the case for 

the Bangor Daily News policy stating that misdemeanor crimes would only be deindexed 

starting at five years after publication, and felonies must wait 10 years. Both the Bangor 

Daily News and the Southeast Missourian justified their timeframes based on state guidelines 

to have cases expunged or otherwise erased from a person’s criminal record. Aligning the 

timeframes for action to state legal guidelines was presented as fairer and therefore reducing 

bias from news editors’ determinations of “merit.” 
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Where: Locations of Editorial Activity 

Where unpublishing and related practices take place may seem obvious at first blush, 

but it is anything but—and yet it is the information most often absent from the unpublishing 

policies analyzed. This information vacuum sets news organizations up to disappoint those 

who think their information is “forgotten.” Similar examples of issues concerning locations 

of activity can be raised related both to unpublishing and deindexing content from search 

engines. What goes unsaid in policy documents is that the specific content taken down, for 

example, is almost always only the digital content hosted directly on a URL on the news 

website. However, this is only one of many locations online where the information in 

question may reside. The person’s name may still be listed in a printed PDF of that day’s 

newspaper hosted on the news website in another location, for example, and that same 

content is typically pushed to subscribers through one or more multiple news apps. To date, 

the researcher has not encountered a news editor willing to censor a PDF of a print 

newspaper, nor to attempt to work with a third-party app vendor to regularly unpublish 

content (personal communications with news editors, 2017-2022). Furthermore, copies of 

digital news can be automatically swept into other accessible digital archives including the 

Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine and databases such as LexisNexis®. Social media 

creates additional complexities. Although removing social media posts is recommended by 

the ONA, the topic went unaddressed in all but a single policy in the study sample. 

These assumed internal policy—and external communication—oversights could 

cause real issues, especially for those organizations such as the Cleveland Daily Banner 

whose unpublishing program claims to provide requestors “the right to be forgotten.” 

Unpublishing content in one of likely many locations online can hardly deliver that promise 
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to someone wishing to erase her past—and to reemphasize a point made earlier, “forgotten” 

is not promised even in the European Union, although its legislation has been nicknamed as 

such. Instead, newsrooms should emphasize—and promise—requestors obscurity instead of 

erasure. Obscurity equates to adding “static” into the process of finding information online, a 

more accurate description and effective at setting more appropriate expectations with the 

public. 

Lastly related to locations of editorial content, the question must be asked: if content 

is “deleted” from a URL, what do visitors see if, for example, the URL is still linked 

elsewhere (such as from another news article or from Google’s search engine cache)? No 

policy addressed the “hole” that can be left by unpublishing. Will visitors see a standard 404 

error indicating a broken link, or a message of some kind from the news organization? The 

2009 industry survey report suggested newsrooms be transparent with visitors and indicate 

that content had been removed, but if this is being done, it was not addressed in newsroom 

policy.  

Why: Justifications for New Practices 

The policy analysis found most news organizations provided some level of 

justification for what it considered appropriate or inappropriate when it came to unpublishing 

and related editorial practices. Newsrooms generally pointed to technology as the main 

culprit, as the potential permanency of and easy access to online information created the 

pressure to unpublish. Closer to home, some news organizations such as The Boston Globe 

took more personal responsibility and acknowledged journalism’s part in exacerbating the 

problem because of what it traditionally chose to cover, especially related to minor crime. 
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These organizations spoke of fairness and minimizing harm—and most prominently in the 

Boston Globe’s case, a direct response to the broader cultural call for social and racial justice. 

The Globe’s Fresh Start Initiative offers an opportunity to explore that commitment to 

social justice more deeply. The news organization announced that its policy was a direct 

response to the national movement for racial equity. This infers a process that builds in 

protections against those with the most power and agency benefiting from it moreso than 

someone marginalized within society. Although unintentional, the process itself does, in fact, 

build privilege into its process. First, without advertising the program further than its own 

website in Boston, the reach to non-subscribers can be assumed to be small; in a city with 

almost a fifth of its population in poverty (U.S. Census QuickFacts, 2021), $27 a month for a 

digital subscription is likely unaffordable. Similarly, about 13% of the city’s residents do not 

have access to a broadband internet connection. How are those individuals made aware of the 

opportunity to clean up their digital past? And if expungement is a requirement, as it is at the 

Globe and other news organizations as stated in policy, what hope do those who either are 

not aware of the expungement process or do not have the resources to have their cases 

expunged have? Even producing court documentation for those organizations who require it 

may be a barrier to making a request. This researcher has suggested that newsrooms consider 

sponsoring expungement educational clinics or reaching out to local court systems, which 

could let a wider swath of people know about the program if their cases are dismissed or 

expunged. To date, no newsroom wants to cast that wide of a net, seemingly resigned to 

serving those who know to ask for help (personal communications with news editors, 2017-

2022). Any program built on an expectation that the requestor initiate action will suffer the 

consequences of inequity and abuses of power.  
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Of most concern related to policy justifications are those newsrooms that relied on 

rhetoric about old “mistakes” and doling out “forgiveness” for past transgressions published 

in the news. Language that sets newsrooms up as arbiters of forgiveness seems contrary to a 

professional ideology historically rooted in objectivity and avoidance of bias, even if it 

cannot fully measure up to those ideals in the real world. Much like the language concerning 

being “forgotten,” editorializing concerning an individual’s intent (was the crime, in fact, a 

mistake?) veers from necessary language and does not effectively contextualize the broader 

issues outside of unpublishing requests specific to reporting about crime.  

Conclusion 

Research Question One asked, what policies and practices have news organizations 

adopted in response to the rise in unpublishing requests? Policies in the sample indicate 

news organizations have developed two lines of practice related to the unpublishing 

phenomenon. One set of guidelines concerns pre-publication reporting practices, such as 

limitations on the publication of mugshots, and one set of guidelines concerns post-

publication practices, such as deindexing content from search engines and takedowns of 

digital content. Pre- and post-publication guidelines overwhelmingly addressed crime 

reporting, especially reporting of minor crimes allegedly committed by private individuals 

within the community. Policies stressed prioritization for updating content versus removal or 

other editorial action and were most likely to rely on ad-hoc requests from individuals versus 

taking proactive action for a certain type of news content (such as deindexing minor crime 

reports on a regular schedule). Those organizations that did provide the public avenues to 

make an unpublishing request did so based on a variety of stipulations and qualifications that 

loosely mapped to guidelines established by prominent trade organizations, although the 



  162 

vague language in policies made it difficult to unequivocally state each newsroom’s bottom 

line. 

In closing, two broad yet critical observations can be made from these findings. The 

first is an evolving shift in industry conceptions concerning what is newsworthy as it relates 

to minor crime. What was considered appropriate to publish just a few years ago—content 

such as every mugshot released from a local police department, or an unusual crime meant 

more to entertain readers rather than inform the public—is undergoing heightened scrutiny in 

a digital-first news ecosystem. This renewed focus on pre-publication practices related to 

crime reporting is encouraging, as it stops much of the need to unpublish before it begins. 

Further, the use of proactive, technological solutions such as de-indexing all minor crime 

reports on a regular schedule creates a more even playing field that does not favor potential 

requestors with additional connections or agency. Potential solutions are discussed further in 

this dissertation’s conclusion, offering recommendations and questions to consider to 

industry practitioners. 

The second observation is more challenging to address but highly important to probe 

further, and that is the contemporary meaning of “accuracy.” Is content accurate if it is 

truthful when it is initially published, or is it only accurate if it still represents what is true 

today? This question is a weighty one for news organizations that traditionally consider 

yesterday’s news a thing of the past versus content that must continue to be maintained over 

time. The notion that updates to any content in which situations have changed are required, 

especially as it relates to crime reporting, is one with substantial implications on both 

theoretical conceptions of accuracy as well as the potential resources required in the 

newsroom.  
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS FROM ANALYSIS OF PROFESSIONAL DISCOURSE IN 

NEWSROOM POLICY 

 

This chapter reports qualitative findings for Research Question Two, which asked: 

What journalistic tenets do news organizations employ in their unpublishing policies to 

legitimize their professional authority, protect their autonomy, and express accountability to 

the public?  Like Research Question One, findings are based on an analysis of 62 documents 

detailing 61 U.S. news organizations’ policies related to unpublishing. Here, the topic of 

interest are the norms and values, or professional ideals, news organizations expressed, often 

found in commentary introducing the policy specifics. Asserting these paradigmatic norms 

and values of journalism allows news organizations to discursively construct professional 

boundaries to either incorporate or expel unpublishing as an acceptable practice. Findings 

from this qualitative analysis of news policies are presented through the theoretical lenses of 

professional boundary work and the potential evolution of the norms and values within the 

journalistic paradigm. Through discourse about journalism and its paradigmatic norms and 

values, boundaries of the profession are maintained or shifted, and new professional practices 

can be legitimized (Carlson, 2017; Schudson, 2001).  

As detailed in Chapter Four, an initial framework to guide the analysis was derived 

by compiling a typology of values (e.g., accountability, transparency, objectivity) from the 

statements in the ethics guidelines of the SPJ, the RTDNA, and the ONA. Professional values 

emphasized in policy documents in ways that justified or rejected editorial stances and 
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practices were captured during the analysis. Insight from the resulting qualitative analysis 

extends understanding about the nature of journalistic boundary work that occurs in response 

to evolving digital news practices and offers insight into American news organizations’ 

contemporary attitudes regarding their responsibility to the public in a digital-first world. 

Identifying and analyzing these values informs current understanding in two primary 

ways. First, findings further knowledge about how journalists construct arguments intended 

to legitimize their authority when faced with a new external challenge to the profession. 

Second, identifying how news organizations are excising or embracing unpublishing 

practices as a new journalistic norm informs broader questions concerning how news 

organizations are continuing to respond to the ever-evolving nature of digital news work. 

Ultimately, findings suggest a modernized professional characterization of 

journalistic accountability in which the needs of the community play a stronger role in 

influencing professional practice. Interestingly, however, accountability also forms the 

foundation for arguments that deem unpublishing as an unacceptable news practice. In both 

instances, new norms were justified using existing values of the profession. In the case of 

unpublishing, professional values have simply been reprioritized or reemphasized, with 

accuracy and accountability to the broader community taking center stage. Yet 

transparency—historically considered a component of journalistic accountability—was all 

but absent from policy discourse, raising questions regarding what higher levels of 

accountability look like in everyday practice.  

The remainder of this chapter presents findings in three primary sections. First, 

evidence from the analysis establishes that the majority of journalism organizations in the 

sample acknowledged one or more external pressures to evolve news practices related to 
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unpublishing. Next, the chapter highlights instances in which organizations engaged in 

discourse representative of defending traditional boundaries of the profession or expanding 

those boundaries to incorporate or expel unpublishing as a news practice. The last section 

focuses on the specific norms and values emphasized and ignored within news policy 

discourse—most notably, the emphasis on accuracy of news content and journalists’ 

professional accountability to the public, and the notable absence of tangible specifics 

concerning transparency.   

Acknowledging the Need for Change 

Policy documents often included commentary in excess of the stipulation of new 

editorial practices (such as an introductory paragraph) that justified or explained the policy. 

These statements were crucial in identifying what, specifically, the news organization 

perceived as prompting their response. The justification for changes in editorial practices, 

both for content takedowns and the reporting of minor crimes, were often expressed as 

reactions to pressures external to the profession. External pressures cited were commonly the 

broader societal reckoning on social justice or, simply, because the internet “never forgets.” 

These findings were included in the findings related to Research Question One. More 

uncommon and relevant here was acknowledging the profession’s direct contribution to the 

problem resulting from its resistance to evolve from a print to digital mindset. The Bangor 

Daily News addressed its responsibility by stating, “The fact is, news organizations have vast 

troves of archive content and high rankings on Google. So, whether we recognized it or not, 

we played a role in holding back those who tried to move on from their mistakes.”  

Similar statements related to the “old way of doing journalism” were found to justify 

formerly accepted reporting practices such as the routine publication of arrest reports and 
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mugshots. As Chris Quinn, editor of Cleveland.com noted, many analog-era crime reporting 

practices were simply carried over, unquestioned, into digital life. “I've been in journalism 

for nearly four decades,” he said, “and from the day I started, it was a given that if you wrote 

a story about an arrest and if a mugshot was available, you published the mugshot.” In its 

news announcement about its new crime policies, The New Haven Independent further 

explained how former newsroom practices and resources resulted in less mindful reporting: 

Markeshia Ricks, a New Haven Independent staff writer, has 
been a reporter for about 15 years, working at news 
organizations from the Sarasota Herald-Tribune to the Air 
Force Times. Every place she’s worked previously has named 
people who’ve been arrested, “with no question or discussion,” 
she told me. “This is the first place I’ve worked where we 
don’t publish someone’s name until the person is convicted.” 
 
“In those 15 years, I’ve also never worked in a newsroom that 
had the resources to follow every arrest that we initially 
reported until it resulted in acquittal or conviction. All we were 
telling readers is that someone had been arrested and they’re in 
the local lockup on a certain bail,” Ricks said. “And I’ve 
always felt really weird about it, mostly because we don’t often 
come back and tell the story of what happened to that person, 
or even ask them their side of the story. So the only thing that 
is usually out there is that a person was arrested on some 
charge.”  
 

Although overall results for Research Question Two indicate that news organizations are 

aware of the need to change, there were statements by hard-liners that insinuated that it was 

those outside of the profession who need to change. The Austin Daily Herald signaled the 

problem might lie with public expectations instead of journalistic norms. The Herald ended 

its policy with: 

Most importantly, we hope that as people move forward, they 
realize that all of the newspaper’s stories are published online. 
Gone are the days that stories are only published in the print 
form and that people can hope that a mistake will just 
disappear with time.  
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Boundary Work: Protecting Old and Legitimizing New Norms 

Evidence of boundary work was indeed present within the policy sample, typically 

within introductory paragraphs before the details of a policy were presented. The sampled 

communications both drew new boundaries around professional practices—primarily 

extending existing norms to accommodate unpublishing practices by emphasizing increased 

levels of accountability to those named in the news—and fortified traditional ones. And 

while individual news organizations used boundary work to defend their own chosen 

editorial practices, this analysis found that unpublishing is in no way a stable nor settled 

norm across the profession; no policy presented itself to speak for a larger institution 

(“journalism” en mass). In fact, besides comments that journalism organizations more 

broadly were facing related challenges, no organization referred to or called for journalism as 

a profession to standardize nor coalesce around particular policies related to unpublishing. 

These individualized positions on emerging news practices within the sample not only varied 

ideologically, but indeed pointed to fully polarized opinions among the profession. Some 

news organizations maintained that unpublishing is anathema to the professional and ethical 

practices of credible journalists; others justified the practice and pointed to evolving norms 

and institutional priorities, conceptually reshaping the nature of digital journalism and 

contemporary news work.  

Defending the Status Quo 

The majority of policies that engaged in boundary work emphasized traditional values 

such as accuracy and newsworthiness regardless of whether the policy was intended to 

legitimize or reject new editorial practices, yet how those values were interpreted varied. 
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Further, often the same norms and values were used to argue both for and against enacting 

change. 

Those organizations that rejected unpublishing as an acceptable practice often did so 

based on a sense of accountability to the public, as did those outlining updated policies 

sanctioning unpublishing and related practices. Policies against unpublishing added concerns 

about potential consequences to the organization’s reputation as a credible information 

source. The Bowling Green Daily News, an organization that refutes unpublishing by request 

(outside of legal/ethics challenges), identified its role as a “newspaper of record” and 

custodian of accurate archives as precluding it from unpublishing: 

As the newspaper of record for Bowling Green and Warren 
County, the Daily News maintains a complete and accurate 
archive of items that have been published in its print and digital 
formats. Failure to do so damages the Daily News’ credibility 
in its role as a public service. 
 

Similarly, university news outlet The Quad pointed to questions of transparency and 

damage to public trust in its argument that unpublishing violated journalism ethics: 

The Quad, the student news service of West Chester 
University, believes it is inappropriate to remove published 
content from our online products. As with our print product, all 
of our online products are matters of public record and are part 
of our contract with our readers. These online products include 
our main website at wcuquad.com, as well as our social media 
outlets, our mobile journalism products and our online replica 
edition. To simply remove published content from our online 
archives diminishes transparency and trust with our readers 
and, in effect, erases history. Removing online content is not a 
practice engaged in by credible news organizations, and we 
believe it is contrary to the high ethical standards in journalism 
we seek to uphold. 
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Legitimizing Change 

News organizations invoked similar normative values to justify the need for changes 

in news practices. The Boston Globe characterized its Fresh Start initiative as representative 

of the evolving practice of professional journalism in a digital and more equitable world:  

We see this as part of our effort to change our approach to 
covering criminal justice. This initiative will inform our work 
going forward and represents our commitment to modern, 
moral journalism. 
 

Managing such editorial shifts internally was acknowledged by a handful of 

organizations as a complex endeavor, and one that may require time to coalesce into final 

form. Therefore, these organizations acknowledged that professional boundaries are 

changing, but conveyed that more evolution in accepted norms are expected and therefore 

boundaries are by far not permanently set on the issue. As Cleveland.com Editor Chris Quinn 

stated, “This is an experiment for us. We don't know what to expect or how it might affect 

our resources. We might have to adjust the process based on experience.”  

In short, policies tended to invoke the same normative concepts regardless of the 

organization’s position on the practice of unpublishing or related practices. How those 

traditional aspects of the journalistic paradigm were conceptualized determined their role in 

justifying the organization’s policy stance. And albeit a small minority, some news 

organizations acknowledged that unpublishing and related reporting and editing practices by 

no means represent a fixed professional norm, and instead are likely to evolve as journalists 

adjust to this new newsroom reality. 

Assertions of Professional Authority and Autonomy 

Two specific concepts deserve special consideration in any analysis of the journalism 

profession’s attempts to discursively protect its boundaries, as they are reputational forces 
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that can motivate such boundary-drawing behavior. They, too, were common values 

expressed in policy commentary. These are authority and autonomy.  

Statements related to journalistic authority were identified, as outlined in Chapter 

Four, by expressions of the power and position of journalism within society and the power it 

is granted externally through entities such as the public and U.S. law. In three cases, these 

statements were references to journalists’ legal right to publish public records, such as arrest 

reports and mugshots—typically to signal that the guidelines being communicated were not 

being forced upon the organization. Instead, the organization was choosing to leave some 

publishing power on the table in the service of minimizing harm to others. 

Only one expression of journalistic authority was so blatantly expressed that it not 

only opened and closed the communication, but it comprised two-thirds of the policy’s 

content. The Shelton Mason County Journal’s policy began with the language from the First 

Amendment to the United States Constitution establishing the freedom of the press and 

continued by stating, “the use of your name in an article does not mean that you own it.” The 

policy ended with a warning the American press is “constitutionally protected from 

interference, including by the government. If you are an attorney, law enforcement officer, 

officer of the court, or other investigator, by law you must reveal that to us.”  

Turning to the ability to self-regulate, autonomy could be interpreted to be expressed 

by the news organization simply by communicating its own autonomous news policy. But 

autonomy was also inferred from statements identifying exclusions to normal policy, such as 

reaffirming when a news outlet would choose to run a mugshot (e.g., “significant” or 

“newsworthy” crimes). Even further, some organizations included conspicuous, and 

seemingly unnecessary, statements asserting their ability to act outside of accordance to their 



  171 

own policy when they deemed fit. These statements typically included some version of 

“ABC organization reserves the right to deny any request.” The Oregonian justified its ad-

hoc policy by its ability to determine the value of the information, stating, “Our decisions 

will be guided by news judgment, rather than any hard and fast rules, and will be at the 

discretion of an internal committee of our journalists.” 

More nuanced notions of autonomy—or, more specifically, the willing 

relinquishment of it—were found in organizations that grounded their policies in guidelines 

set by external authorities. Two organizations specifically noted that instead of knighting 

themselves as the ultimate arbiters of digital redemption, eligibility would be determined by 

the American legal system. Cleveland.com stated: 

We're going to start a process through which people can ask to 
have their names removed from old stories about minor crimes 
they committed. And because we don't believe we are in a 
position to judge which people are deserving, we will rely on a 
longstanding court process that people use to clear their 
records: expungement. 
 

Lastly, one blatant expression of concern about the loss of journalistic autonomy is 

worthy of note. The Holland Sentinel explained that it was reluctant to honor unpublishing 

requests partly due to its commitment to the integrity of its archive, but also because it felt 

doing so somehow damaged its autonomy and left it more vulnerable to outside influence. Its 

policy stated, “to grant such requests with regularity would put The Sentinel in a position 

where it would have to honor all future requests.” The policy did not elaborate on this point, 

but it inferred a potentially black-and-white perspective on the anything-but-definitive 

challenge unpublishing presents to the editorial status quo. 
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Protecting the “First Draft of History” 

Accuracy was also the scaffolding used to support claims of journalists’ role as 

custodians of the public record and creators of the “first draft of history,” which was 

referenced or discussed in more than a dozen policies in three primary ways. Statements of 

loyalty to the first draft of history were typically followed by a policy that, by its own 

definition, would, in fact, alter the record. Yet, the sentiment was invoked, nonetheless. This 

type of yo-yo statement is summarized by the Boston Globe’s Frequently Asked Questions 

document: “We are not in the business of rewriting the past, but we don’t want to stand in the 

way of a regular person’s ability to craft their future. If you’re looking for a Fresh Start, 

please fill out the form below. We’ll be in touch.” Another response from the Globe states, 

“We’re considering these [requests] on a case-by-case basis but we think the value of giving 

someone a fresh start often outweighs the historic value of keeping a story widely accessible 

long after an incident occurred. People’s lives aren’t static, they’re dynamic.” Similarly, 

WPCO Channel 9 identified the need to balance “two key tenets of journalism” before 

proceeding to outline its process in which private individuals may ask to have content 

removed or updated: 

1. We are the writers of history, sharing the story of what 
happens in our community. These arrests did happen. 
Removing a record of them seems contrary to that goal. 

2. We also do not want to cause undue or unwarranted 
harm to people. We strive for fairness.  
 

Another use of the “first draft” concept was employed in policies that refuted 

unpublishing as a news practice. The Wichitan policy stated:  

The Wichitan does not remove content from its website or 
social media presence without a compelling legal justification. 
The staff members believe unnecessarily altering the contents 
of the web presence and/or social media presence would be a 
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disservice to our readers because it would prevent the 
website from accurately documenting history as it happens. 
 

The most passionate defense of the first draft of history came from the Los Angeles 

Times’ Nicholas Goldberg, who called for news organizations to rethink the adoption of 

unpublishing practices: 

It may sound self-important, but what appears in the newspaper 
really is the first draft of history. Of course, it is sometimes 
flawed, sometimes incomplete, sometimes even unfair, but it’s 
the best record we have. We’re opening a dangerous door if we 
agree to go back and alter an old article because we no longer 
think it’s newsworthy or we wish we hadn’t said what we said 
or we have a different sense now of what’s right or wrong. 
 
Unpublishing is a violation of our obligation to readers, and to 
transparency. And it doesn’t solve the underlying problem, 
which is society’s unforgiving attitude. It merely makes 
information in the public record less accessible. 
 
And where does such revisionism end? Once you’re changing 
old stories, surely there will be a temptation to go beyond 
crime stories, to protect people from other negative coverage 
they find embarrassing. 
 
There’ll even be internal pressure: Why shouldn’t the L.A. 
Times delete from its archives, say, the racist editorials it wrote 
in support of incarcerating Japanese Americans during World 
War II? 
 
But the answer is simple: Those editorials are part of the 
historical record, and we can’t scrub ourselves clean of them 
now. 
 
Remember Winston Smith in George Orwell’s “1984”? His job 
at the “Ministry of Truth” was to bring old newspaper accounts 
into line with whatever Big Brother said was the truth today. 
That meant rewriting old articles that “it was thought necessary 
to alter, or as the official phrase had it, to rectify.” 
 

Other news organizations used the first draft adage to point out the unnecessary 

hyperbole within the history argument, however. The Martha’s Vineyard Times emphasized: 
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To be clear, this won’t rewrite history. If someone wants to 
find the story, they’ll still be able to find it in our archives at 
mvtimes.com. It just makes it more difficult to find. The story 
won’t be unpublished. It will be blocked from search engines. 
In some cases, when appropriate, online stories will be edited 
to provide a disposition, which is how the case was handled by 
the court. 
 

In summary, policy communications frequently invoked the notion that journalists are 

creators of the first draft of history or to some degree are responsible for maintaining a public 

record of value to society. However, subsequent statements in the policies often contradicted 

the fundamental assumptions of such a role to acknowledge that some information would 

likely be stricken from that public record—and often, it was unclear what information that 

might be exactly, or who might ultimately benefit from such a practice.  

Professional Norms and Values Emphasized 

As the literature predicted, professional norms and values were leveraged in policy 

communications to contextualize policy guidelines and general stances of the organizations.  

For most organizations, the emphasis on traditional journalistic principles also served to 

reassure the public of the news outlet’s professionalism, as evidenced by The 

Gettysburgian’s emphasis on its mission statement below:  

As we wrestle with the implications of digital permanence—a 
phenomenon that did not exist for the first century of this 
newspaper’s publication—we necessarily have to adapt our 
approach to the circumstances of the time. Our overarching 
mission, though, remains steadfast: we publish content that 
aims to inform, inspire, challenge, and empower our current 
campus community as well as to provide a rich and 
representative historical record for posterity.  
 

Organizations used two fundamental journalistic tenets to assert their professionalism, 

although each was expressed in multiple ways. First, policies most often emphasized the 

organizations’ commitment to accuracy of news content; this was by far the most invoked 
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professional value or norm across the sample. However, in many cases, policies quickly 

diverted from addressing the specifics of unpublishing and instead restated a general 

commitment to accuracy. To complicate matters, accuracy was also used as the reason to 

both reject and embrace unpublishing as a professional practice, including by those rebuking 

unpublishing in the name of the “first draft of history.”  

Secondly, organizations pledged to be accountable to their greater community, 

whether conceptualized as their audiences, community residents at large, or “the public.” 

Discussions of accountability most often signaled increased awareness on the part of the 

news organization of cultural changes around race and equity; relatedly, policies emphasized 

the value of fairness and, to a much lesser degree, indicated a willingness to increase 

engagement with the general public. 

 In summary, accountability to the community was generally the identified motivation 

behind the policy, and accuracy of digital content was most often the stated objective.  

Conflicts Among Traditional Norms 

Debates about unpublishing often acknowledge that the phenomenon exacerbates 

conflicts among underlying assumptions of professional journalistic practice. As expected, 

these tensions among traditional norms of journalism were apparent in the organizations’ 

explanatory policy commentary. Although the framing differed slightly, generally this 

tension was conceptualized as requiring the identification of some balance between concepts 

most generally identified as the protecting public’s right to know and minimizing harm. At 

times, the items in tension were depicted as the need to protect journalistic autonomy or the 

right to publish freely while being a “good neighbor” to the community; at other times, 

policies emphasized tensions between journalists’ societal role as creators and custodians of 
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the “first draft of history” and the practice of altering or otherwise manipulating news 

archives for the benefit of others.  

Policy communications were murky, however, when it came to clearly 

communicating how these tensions were to be resolved on the issue of unpublishing. In fact, 

some policies never clearly communicated the organization’s bottom line on unpublishing as 

a professional practice. This was evidenced by qualifying and seemingly contradictory 

statements that left the reader without a clear picture of whether the newsroom engaged in 

unpublishing or not—much less, how conflicting norms would be balanced. In short, the 

professional threats to and tensions among values were acknowledged, yet organizations 

stopped short of definitively stating where the balance lay in any direct or concrete way. 

Davis Enterprise’s policy language exhibits the unresolved nature of the unpublishing 

question—in this case, expressed as the tension between the legal right to publish and being a 

“good neighbor.” Although the policy followed these statements with more detailed 

guidelines, ultimately the policy calls for each case to be decided by a “judgment call by the 

editor” and ends by emphasizing the legally granted freedom of the American press: 

Arrests are part of the public record. Whatever else, we should 
be clear that we have the right to publish them, as long as they 
are not libelous. That said, as a community newspaper, we 
want to be good neighbors, too, and there are reasonable 
measures we can take in the case of private citizens who don’t 
want to be haunted by their past. 
 
Ultimately, every instance should be a judgment call by the 
editor, who must weigh the public’s need to know about 
potentially serious events going on around them versus what 
European courts have begun to term “the right to be forgotten.” 
(Fortunately, this is a “right” that does not exist in American 
law).  
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Similarly, the Craig Press had difficulty taking sides, expressing both its 

accountability to journalism’s professional norms and the evolving needs of those named in 

the news: 

As an editor, I don’t take it lightly that we’re potentially 
altering or rewriting a record. In journalism, we’re in the 
business of being fair, balanced and accurate and standing by 
the reporting we do. Reporting on crime, especially violent 
crimes and sexual assaults and rapes, is also an unfortunate 
daily reporting reality in most media markets.  
 
With all that said, along with our duty to report the news to our 
readers, we can’t ignore this truth: While we live in the day-to-
day world of reporting on our communities, one story deemed 
worthy for that day’s paper lives on in perpetuity for the 
charged and/or convicted long after that person has paid their 
debt to society.    
 

In fact, the policy language characterized unpublishing requests as “requests to rewrite the 

record.” Yet the point of the editor’s column was to announce that the Craig Press would, in 

fact, remove some people’s names from old crime stories if they met the policy stipulations 

and could prove their conviction was expunged.  

 Characterizations such as the ones above were common in the sampled 

communications, regardless of whether the organization’s policy sanctioned unpublishing or 

a related practice. Therefore, it was generally acknowledged sample-wide that the 

unpublishing phenomenon and external pressures to change newsroom practices created 

some level of conflict among traditional journalistic norms. The responses to those conflicts 

represented by the organizations’ policy guidelines were what diverged so greatly. 
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Emphasis and Deemphasis of Specific Norms 

Accuracy Above All 

Of all the normative tenets of journalism expressed directly or indirectly in policies, 

accuracy was by far the most prevalent. Accuracy served as a rhetorical North Star for 

professionalism, a pledge made across the sample regardless of the organization’s stance on 

unpublishing practices.  

This golden rule of the news trade was the common refrain for both maintaining and 

altering archived content, yet it was conceptualized in two normative ways. For those willing 

to update news archives, accuracy was fluid in reaction to time; what was true yesterday may 

not be accurate today based on events that have occurred since publication. For others—often 

those protective of the “first draft of history”— accuracy was measured by, and valued for, 

truthfulness at the time of publication. Therefore, some policies characterized attempts to 

alter the record as damaging accurate archives; others felt updates ensured the accuracy of 

the archive as accessible today. 

Discussions of accuracy were also employed throughout the sample as a point of 

rhetorical diversion from the assumed topic at hand. Instead of the news organization directly 

addressing unpublishing, deindexing, changing crime practices, or any other facet of 

unpublishing, some policies—especially those indicating that unpublishing was (at least 

generally) unacceptable—typically immediately followed (often vague) language with some 

version of The Quad’s language below: 

Removing online content is not a practice engaged in by 
credible news organizations, and we believe it is contrary to the 
high ethical standards in journalism we seek to uphold…When 
errors in our reporting are brought to our attention, The Quad 
will seek to correct those errors, typically with a published 
errata statement in our print edition. 
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These policies, then, were often devoid of specific information directly related to the title of 

the policy. Instead, they simply reemphasized existing professional norms such as those 

concerning the correction of errors, therefore resembling a corrections policy more than a 

policy focused on unpublishing. 

Accountability to the Community 

Increased accountability to those outside of the profession was a clearly articulated, 

prominent, and recurrent theme in policy justifications for changes in news practices. In 

essence, most of the statements regarding journalistic accountability reflected a pledge to 

minimize harm to others. More specifically, news organizations acknowledged a need to do 

better by their own communities, both through what they publish initially and what they 

refrain from publishing. In its announcement that it would discontinue its mugshot gallery, 

Florida Today explained to readers that its community-minded decision was not without 

personal cost: 

We know this will cost us traffic—or clicks—on our digital 
sites. Some people like to flip through the photographs for their 
own reasons. Honestly, that has been a factor in it taking me so 
long to make this decision: Higher traffic equals additional 
revenue in today’s media world. But at what cost? 
 
Reporting on crime and arrests is a public service obligation to 
you. But in the end, we want the FLORIDA TODAY brand to 
stand for something more than the parading across your digital 
screens photographs of human beings at their lowest life 
moments. 
 
That is not what we think community-based journalism ought 
to be about. 
 

Other policies expressed hope that the new editorial guidelines would make their 

communities a better place or improve the lives of those within their communities who are 
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identified in the news. The New Haven Independent made its claim in its headline, boldly 

stating “No Mugshot Exploitation Here: The New Haven Independent Aims to Respect the 

Reputations of Those Arrested in the Community it Covers.”  

However, accountability to audiences served two polarized purposes in policy 

justifications. Accountability was seen as a justification to both reject and normalize new 

practices, depending on the specific practice and on the organization. To justify refusing to 

remove content, for example, The Los Angeles Times called the practice “a violation of our 

obligation to readers.” This statement roots the news organization’s accountability in a 

responsibility to the audience as a whole. In contrast, The Salt Lake Tribune pointed to its 

decades’-long lack of accountability to racial equity as a reason for its newsroom—and the 

profession at large—to change: “Across the country, other newsrooms are crafting or have 

already implemented similar approaches as they too reckon with the potential long-term 

consequences of reporting, especially for people of color.” Statements such as these 

conversely rooted accountability in a responsibility to individuals, as well as segments of the 

larger community defined by demographics such as race or socioeconomic status. 

Regardless of the specifics of the editorial policy, a predominant theme throughout 

the sample was that some changes in practice, in fact, were necessary to meet the demands of 

modern society and better serve members of the news organization’s community. The 

willingness to change editorial practices was almost always characterized as rooted in service 

to the community. As reported earlier in this chapter, those changes were most often related 

to pre-publication practices concerning crime reporting alongside policies directly addressing 

taking down or obscuring previously published content. New pre-publication practices such 

as those restricting the routine use of mugshots were most often characterized as a response 
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to calls for racial equality and reforms related to criminal justice, as noted by WPTV 

NewsChannel 5: 

At a time when our communities are demanding more 
transparency and accountability from its journalists, we strive 
to establish an all-platform mugshot policy for WPTV 
NewsChannel 5. This mission and policy recognize that 
existing usage of mugshots perpetuate stereotypes and 
misconceptions of largely poor and communities of color. This 
policy also seeks to shift the conversation from suspect-first to 
victim-first. 
 

 Interestingly, earning and keeping the public’s trust was not emphasized within the 

policy sample. While commitment to the other norms and values identified should, in theory, 

affect trust, very few organizations spoke to it directly. In its policy statement, the president 

and editor of the Sacramento Bee indicated its efforts were ultimately part of its larger plan to 

rebuild community trust: 

“The Bee has taken several recent steps to work against long-
standing stereotypes. We have largely banned the use of the 
word “looting”—a term rooted in racism—and have sought to 
elevate the voices of emerging writers from communities we 
have long underserved through our Community Voices 
project,” said Bee President and Editor Lauren Gustus. “And 
building trust takes time. Our intention with this policy change 
is to take another step forward.” 
 

Similarly, very few policies spoke to the idea of transparency in the unpublishing process 

even though, by the profession’s own admissions, the topic brings forth natural concerns 

about manipulating the past. The Montgomery County Advertiser did pledge some level of 

transparency, although what that looked like in practice was unaddressed, in the name of 

accountability to the community: 

As we do so, we want to be as open as possible about our 
processes and guidelines because, ultimately, we are writing 
for you. That includes your neighbor, the garbage man, the 
cashier at the convenience store and, yes, the person whose 
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picture you saw yesterday in a mugshot gallery. 
 

Only one organization spoke to transparency within its unpublishing process. The Hill 

Reporter reassured readers: “In every case, we believe in being fully transparent with our 

readers and will update any publicly facing channels as needed to alert them to changes, 

additions, and removal of stories posted on HillReporter.com.” Like the communication from 

the Advertiser, however, how those alerts might occur was not articulated. 

A Commitment to Fairness 

Fairness was another recurring theme in policy commentary, especially concerning 

easing the burden on those initially identified in minor crime news and those communities 

those individuals represent. The disproportionate impact on individuals, often decades after 

the alleged misdeed, was identified as unfair and righted through evolving policy, especially 

as it related to routine crime reports and the publication of mugshots. And because 

marginalized communities are disproportionately affected by crime coverage, policies often 

acknowledged residual effects to those groups more broadly. The Chicago Tribune’s 

announcement of a new mugshot publication policy made the value of fairness for both 

individuals and marginalized groups as central to its policy decisions: 

These guidelines are intended to help ensure restrained, fair 
and consistent use of mugshots with news stories. Media 
companies are examining their need to do better around 
questions of fairness. This is particularly critical in recognizing 
how their work might reinforce racial stereotypes and amount 
to punitive coverage of people who enter the criminal justice 
system—the majority of whom come from underprivileged 
backgrounds. This policy prioritizes public safety, news 
judgment and compassionate coverage, and acknowledges 
inconsistencies in the criminal justice system that affect which 
mugshots are released and published online. The use of 
mugshots—referring specifically to law enforcement booking 
photos—can cause readers to make associations with criminal 
behavior; their use tends to imply guilt of individuals who are 
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charged but not convicted. Some defendants will never be 
convicted of a crime. We should be as judicious, thoughtful 
and intentional in our use of those mugshots as in any other 
decision we make about the journalism we publish and the 
stories we tell about Chicagoland. 
 

Other organizations emphasized their commitment to fairness through pledges to 

update old news content rather than unpublish it. These statements, such as that of the 

Holland Sentinel, more narrowly characterized fairness in relation to those named in the 

news: 

There also may be situations in which fairness demands an 
update or follow-up coverage—for example, if we reported that 
a person was charged with a crime but did not report that the 
charges were later dismissed for lack of evidence. In short, our 
response will be to consider whether further editorial action is 
warranted to avoid unpublishing.  
 

Although direct terminology regarding fairness such as those above was not 

overwhelmingly prevalent in the sample, the sentiment was still identified in broader 

discussions such as those concerning minimizing harm to others. Notions of fairness was 

conspicuously absent, however, when it came to policy design and enactment for those 

organizations that only modified content for individuals who made an unpublishing request. 

In other words, organizations simply reacting to proactive requests from certain individuals 

did not address the inherent lack of equity, and therefore fairness, in their policy design. 

Community Engagement 

A less common, but critically important, theme identified in policy commentary 

hinted at a willingness to engage with audiences as new editorial practices are considered and 

adopted. A few news outlets invited comments—and specifically called out their willingness 

to field concerns—about the guidelines they introduced. Most of these statements did not 

infer whether the organization expected feedback to be negative or positive in reaction to 
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their policy with the exception of the Montgomery County Advertiser, which invited 

feedback yet preempted complaints with a reemphasis of its justification: 

Readers are free to disagree with those choices and voice their 
opinions. We welcome that. We always will. But months of 
discussion has led us to the conclusion that the mugshot gallery 
doesn't live up to our standards, because the gallery ends up 
targeting those with fewer resources.  
 

Discussion 

Any discussion of editorial practices disconnected from the journalistic values driving 

those norms would seem incongruent with the ethics of journalism, and for the most part, 

those news organizations in the sample did address both. The differences largely lay not in 

which values and norms were emphasized, but in which broader objective they were meant to 

serve.  

Most broadly, findings related to Research Question Two signal evolving notions of 

professional accountability within American news organizations in the sample. Claims of 

journalistic authority and autonomy, for example, although common, still paled in 

comparison to discourse concerning the need for news organizations to adopt more 

accountable news practices, especially as they affect marginalized communities and those 

entangled with the U.S. criminal justice system.  While it is true that policy communications 

included few overt statements related to unpublishing’s potential threats to journalists’ 

authority and autonomy, the absence of discourse directly invoking those terms was not 

necessarily unexpected. Instead, these topics were identified in discourse related to topics 

such as the right to free expression and the use of editorial judgment, as well as the emphasis 

of particular journalism paradigmatic values and norms. Key findings related to those norms 

and values are discussed here. 
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In summary, news organizations presented themselves through editorial policy 

discourse as committed to the accuracy of digital news content and sensitive to the impact 

publication can have on those identified in the news, especially related to alleged crimes.  

Most spoke in language similar to that of the SPJ, RTDNA, and ONA ethics codes, 

presenting unpublishing as a challenge of balancing the public’s right to know and 

minimizing harm to others. News organizations that focused on pre-publication practices 

such as limiting the publication of mugshots tended to articulate their positions more clearly 

(and subsequently outline more definitive policies), while unpublishing policies often left 

readers with no clear answer as to where the “balance” between conflicting responsibilities 

lay. Regardless, similar norms were invoked by news organizations staunchly opposed to 

engaging in unpublishing as well as those announcing full initiatives to invite requests from 

the public. 

Accountability 

A clear example can be seen in two policies that prioritized accountability to the 

community. One normalized unpublishing practices in the name of more fairly serving that 

community, while the second refuted unpublishing practices to protect the “public record” on 

behalf of the community. Regardless, accountability to those external to the journalism 

profession was identified as the typical catalyst for news organizations’ decision to address 

unpublishing through a policy.  

For those organizations adopting some level of unpublishing practice, this general 

loosening of control in deference to service to the community was definitively the connective 

thread.  However, accountability was also employed to justify resistance to unpublishing, 

leading to collective contradictions in exactly what journalistic accountability entails.  
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While many news policies cited the need for increased accountability to confront 

inherent racism and power dynamics, especially related to crime, it was somewhat surprising 

that almost no journalism organization cited empirical evidence of such, especially as it 

related to their own communities (the supposed recipient of said accountability). The New 

Haven Independent, in fact, was the only organization to explain a direct impact on its 

community, citing that black residents in New Haven were disproportionately searched 

during traffic stops yet less likely to be carrying contraband. This sort of empirical evidence 

not only better shapes the issue for the reader, it also creates a sense of connection between 

the news organization and its community and better depicts the true intent and purpose of the 

policy. 

More broadly, it is important to note that while these proclamations of increased 

accountability are inherently positive, definitive promises were still overwhelmingly vague. 

For example, organizations’ pledges to increase accountability often sidestepped any 

discussion of how transparency, a key component of accountability, would be incorporated 

into this renewed responsibility to the public. Simply having a policy is not enough; the proof 

will be in how these policies are designed, of course, but more importantly, how they are 

enacted for the good of those journalists purportedly serve.  

Loyalty to the Traditional Paradigm 

Very few organizations expressed loyalty to the traditional norms of journalism over 

all else (and, as identified in Chapter Five, clearly stated they would not unpublish). 

However, a tendency to remain loyal to old ways of thinking, even unconsciously, were 

indeed present. One broadcast organization, for example, included a graphic with its policy 

communication representative of this potential disconnect between rhetoric and practice. The 
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outlet’s communication proudly announced its decision to discontinue the routine publication 

of mugshots due to the disproportionate impact they have on the individual. However, old 

habits die hard: The communication was accompanied with a screen capture from a previous 

broadcast in which the outlet published the mugshot of an 18-year-old charged with six 

counts of vehicular homicide. The accused’s name and charges were prominent in the 

graphic. The blatant irony between these two editorial decisions—one, to limit mugshot 

publication, and the other to further publicize one when it was clearly unnecessary—seems 

easily identified from an outsider’s perspective. Identifying conflicts from within an industry 

engrained in old paradigms, however, may make them less apparent. 

Another finding of note concerned university news outlets. Of those organizations 

that proclaimed a staunch loyalty to traditional news practices, and therefore denounced 

unpublishing, the majority were student media. Statements such as in The Aquinas’ policy 

that declared unpublishing “would conflict with good journalistic practice” may be founded 

on dated principles of the larger profession (notably, the news organization does not 

subsequently define what good journalistic practice entails). Why this might be the case is 

debatable, but it is logical to posit that what students learn in university courses may 

represent an older journalistic paradigm, prompting students to take a harder line on 

unpublishing-related topics than their professional-world counterparts.  

To be fair, effectively navigating the grey areas in any profession are talents often 

years in the making, and even contemporary professional news organizations are just forming 

their own opinions. However, those educators teaching today’s university students may do 

well to educate themselves about this issue and expose students to emerging gray areas 

professionals face that challenge one-size-fits-all factors that influence editorial practices and 



  188 

professional decision-making. These results also give reason to believe that both students and 

professionals alike may need to revisit the conceptual building blocks of journalism, firming 

up collective understanding of the fundamentals before wading headstrong into forging new 

editorial practices. Here, the best exemplar concerns the notion of accuracy. 

Accuracy: The Guiding Principle 

Across the spectrum of positions on unpublishing identified within the policies, 

accuracy was the clear North Star of journalistic professionalism. Yet, as reported in the 

findings, conceptions of what comprises accurate content were diametrically opposed. A 

news organization accepting of altering content post-publication inferred that they were 

making content more accurate; those preserving the “first draft of history” claimed it 

protected the accuracy of the information reported at the time. The conundrum begs the 

question: does altering previously published information with more contemporary 

information make it more accurate, or less so? On its face, the determining factor might be 

the position from which someone asks the question. A member of the public would most 

likely associate accuracy with a contemporary understanding of what is known to be true; 

taking an “accuracy when published” position seems better suited to the insulated perspective 

of someone in the news profession. In fact, that stance is incongruent with RTDNA ethics 

guidelines, which advises practitioners that “Facts change over time. Responsible reporting 

includes updating stories and amending archival versions to make them more accurate and to 

avoid misinforming those who, through search, stumble upon outdated material.” 

The RTDNA’s guidance sounds positive theoretically, but in practice, it must be 

asked: How is continuously updating all published content and amending archival versions 

supposed to happen as part of day-to-day news production? Questions of human resources 
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alone make this illogical. Similarly, although pledges to accuracy were the most clear and 

definitive, the commitment to it was hardly a consistent one; newsrooms essentially offered 

in policies to update content (1) if the person involved alerted them to the need to update 

content and (2) at times, if that person extended the resources to supply the news 

organization with the information required to update it. This hardly seems equitable, nor does 

it require any real proactive commitment from the news organization. It begs the question 

that if accuracy is of the utmost importance, why would all content not be maintained and 

kept up to date?  

This, again, is preposterous to consider in contemporary practice for a host of reasons, 

both theoretical and tactical. However, focused discernment on behalf of news organizations 

might prompt new ideas about what type of digital content should be ephemeral and what, in 

fact, is valuable enough to make available to the public in perpetuity. The notion that some 

digital content might be purposefully ephemeral is one of the researcher’s recommendations 

in the forthcoming chapter. Moving on, these findings naturally lead to the question: can 

journalists, then, continue to proclaim to serve society as creators of the “first draft of 

history?” 

Abandoning Journalists’ Analog Identity as the First Draft of History 

Based on study findings and broader understanding of journalism in the unpublishing 

era, any proclamation by journalists as the first draft of history is fundamentally flawed for 

several reasons. First, as noted in earlier chapters, recent assessments of proactive archival 

practices taking place in American news organizations are bleak. In fact, almost no 

organizations archive their digital news content; content is routinely lost not only through a 
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lack of intentional retention efforts but also by user error, changes to new content 

management platforms, the erosion of backup materials, and purposeful erasure. 

More pertinent to address based on this study’s findings is the doublespeak inherent 

in any policy declarations of journalism as the “first draft of history,” which assumes 

custodial responsibility for yesterday’s—and yesteryear’s—content. News organizations 

routinely self-identified as protectors of their previously published news content to some 

degree, broadly characterizing their archive as a “public record” or something similar, while 

also acknowledging that unpublishing at least might occur with little to no transparency nor 

accountability. This conflict requires newsrooms to relinquish any professional authority as 

the “first draft of history;” even with the most clear, equitable, standardized, and transparent 

unpublishing practices, this role cannot be assumed if the organization is not simultaneously 

investing resources into the active preservation of said history. This normative moniker 

should be, therefore, considered a casualty from the analog era that simply cannot sustain 

itself in a digital world. Newsrooms looking to rebuild trust with audiences may do best to 

avoid it. 

The Objectivity Gap 

As a seminal badge of professionalism in the Western ideology in journalism (Reese, 

1990), objectivity was conspicuously absent in discussions of unpublishing practices. This 

finding was especially interesting in light of the contemporary debates both in professional 

and societal discourse about journalists and their notions of objectivity. Why, then, would 

this core principle of journalists’ occupational ideology be absent?  

When applied to the practice of unpublishing, to demonstrate traditional notions of 

objectivity would open a floodgate of issues. The first set have to do with editorial judgment. 
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The fundamental principle of objectivity traditionally assumed that facts and values or 

opinions be separated (Hackett, 1984), “and that journalists act as neutral transmitters who 

pass along events to an audience” (Reese, 1990, p. 393). This mandated a lack of reporter 

bias—understood today as humanly impossible, and to some, altogether unwise—and invited 

a “both sides” mentality when it came to reporting. The “fair” and “balanced assumptions 

underlying principles of objectivity conflict with unpublishing and the ad-hoc nature in 

which much of the industry address the issue. Outside of sunsetting (automatic deindexing) 

policies, unpublishing practices are only engaged upon external request; this reactive nature 

to information management inherently is biased towards those with the knowledge and 

agency with which to make a request.  

The second set of challenges to reconciling objectivity norms with unpublishing 

practices extends beyond editorial issues. Using objectivity norms to develop unpublishing 

practices takes  human and technological investments at the organizational level. Restrictions 

on time and resources, then, may drive less objective, ad-hoc unpublishing practices driven 

solely by an individual contacting a newsroom—the stereotypical putting out fires as they 

arise.  

Because of their proactive and standardized nature, “sunsetting” processes described 

in policy communications arguably are the most objective in their effects. Specifically, they 

(1) ensure subsets of individuals named in the news for similar reasons, regardless of whether 

they ever contact the newsroom, are positively affected and (2) the benefit is standardized 

(e.g., delisting arrests 6 years after publication). Yet this practice takes investment in time 

and technology—two scarce resources in the majority of American newsrooms today. The 

time and other resources required to automatically delist en mass, for example, would require 
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a content management system capable of such processes and staff to develop and manage the 

process at minimum. The researcher’s conversations with newsrooms starting in 2016 have 

continued to uncover a general lack of understanding of technology by newsroom leadership; 

often, top editors are unaware of their content management system capabilities or their 

internal level of ability to effectively deindex content from search engines. 

In sum, the objectivity paradigm was not invoked in virtually any unpublishing 

policies; in fact, the topic was simply skipped altogether with one rare, yet important, 

exception. A few organizations drew policy guidelines using boundaries set by other public 

institutions; more specifically, those newsrooms adopted eligibility criteria from the legal 

system, typically  concerning the number of years criminal convictions might be expunged 

(and therefore eligible to unpublish or deindex). Using some socially accepted, “objective” 

measure of eligibility in lieu of internal arbitration signals an attempt to establish credibility 

in the process. How unpublishing practices will be reconciled with the objectivity norm is yet 

to be determined, but this conflict might be the impetus for identifying more equitable and 

fair editorial norms. 

Absence of Trust and Transparency 

 If newsrooms are looking to increase accountability with audiences and rebuild trust, 

it is not inherently apparent from the content of this study’s sample. As a reminder, some of 

the sampled communications were columns written directly from an outlet’s news editor or 

publisher, or a news article, sometimes including quotes from an employee or company 

executive. Even so, direct commentary about trust in the news organization, or in journalism 

more broadly, was almost nonexistent.  
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Unfortunately, the same lack of emphasis was found concerning transparency when it 

came to unpublishing practices. And in the case of unpublishing, the dearth of both should 

prompt serious concern. No substantial discussion of transparency in the unpublishing 

process—even the most basic concept of notifying audiences that a piece of particular 

content had been altered—was found. This is incongruent with RTDNA ethics guidance, 

which reads: “Journalism’s proud tradition of holding the powerful accountable provides no 

exception for powerful journalists or the powerful organizations that employ them. To profit 

from reporting on the activities of others while operating in secrecy is hypocrisy.” Even those 

few organizations that invoked notions of transparency subsequently did not demonstrate it. 

The Advertiser, for example, expressly noted that “we want to be open about our 

guidelines”—yet the communication never specified them. 

Does transparency matter? Yes. While the routine, relatively banal practice of 

unpublishing certain content may not be cause for concern, the real potential that news 

organizations use the practice disproportionately to benefit those in power (or themselves) 

must be considered as industry approaches take shape.15 What might news organizations 

decide should go missing with no transparency in place to hold them accountable? The 

recommendations for news organizations presented in the following chapter offers guidance 

 
15As a case in point, in August 2022 the researcher was contacted by a Canadian citizen 
concerned about several articles that had been removed from multiple websites operated by a 
single news outlet. These articles, all written by the same reporter, documented suspicions of 
wrongdoing on the part of local officials as well as investigations into those allegations. The 
person was concerned that in an election year, removal of the articles threatened citizens’ 
ability to educate themselves on the candidates and therefore potentially damage the integrity 
of the democratic process. Relationships among the news outlet and government officials 
increased her concern. The woman reported that she had contacted the newsroom and was 
told there must have been a “technical glitch.” However, several weeks later, only one of the 
articles has been republished to date on a few, but not all, of the organization’s news sites. 
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related to building transparency into unpublishing policies, most directly with a 

“Transparency Report” similar to that document produced by Google in the EU. 

On a positive note, the sampled news organizations were, at a basic level, 

demonstrating transparency by simply sharing their policies and decision-making factors 

with the public, as recommended by SPJ and RTDNA guidelines. Still, although there were a 

few news organizations that invited questions from the community about their new policy, 

none went as far as the SPJ’s guidance that news organizations “encourage a civil dialogue 

with the public about journalistic practices, coverage and news content.” More broadly 

among the industry, however, news organizations have done just that. Most notably, Kathy 

English, former Standards Editor at the Toronto Star published “you be the editor” columns 

in which she solicited feedback from readers about how to handle unpublishing requests (see 

English, 2019). Each column reported on reader feedback from the previous one, establishing 

tangible connections with community members on issues concerning the practice of 

contemporary journalism. This type of initiative seems more in keeping with the aspirational 

guidance in the SPJ Code of Ethics.  

In summary, trust and transparency, although woefully represented within policy 

discourse, should be considered critical to any successful editorial standards concerning the 

delisting or removal of news content. If unpublishing and its ramifications inherently 

challenge traditional conceptions of the profession, it behooves news organizations to use 

communications about it as opportunities to build trust and connection with their respective 

communities. News organizations such as The Austin Daily Herald that volleyed the 

responsibility to change back onto its readership are likely not a role model for those hoping 

to rebuild connections with their communities. 
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In closing, one point not directly communicated in policies, yet likely underlying 

assumptions related to unpublishing decisions, is worth noting here. It concerns the potential 

assumed false equivalency between pre-publication news judgment—initially determining 

what is news—and the news judgment to retain or remove content in response to an 

individual’s unpublishing request. Although it is true that journalists arbitrarily shape what 

becomes the organization’s news of record through the exercise of editorial judgement about 

what to publish, the point should be made that removal of said content is not an equivalent 

action. The fact that the information in question was once determined newsworthy enough to 

publish is the result of journalists’ professional evaluative authority to determine what is 

news, so for those news professionals to subsequently backtrack and determine that the 

content is now not newsworthy undermines assumptions concerning that authority. It also 

speaks to underlying conflicts within the journalistic paradigm—conflicts this analysis 

indicates are unsettled not only across the industry, but still opaque and fluid within distinct 

news organizations. 
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CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS FROM PUBLIC OPINION SURVEY 

This chapter presents statistical results from a national survey of 1,350 U.S. adults to 

answer Research Questions Three, Four, and Five. The objective was to measure American 

adults’ opinions about unpublishing, their expectations of journalists, and their reactions to 

news organizations that engage in the practice. As detailed in Chapter Four, the total survey 

included 35 questions totaling 94 variables related to unpublishing and was open to 

respondents for seven days in early June 2020.  

Before reporting findings for each of the three research questions, the chapter begins 

with a brief report on the survey launch and response before characterizing respondents’ 

demographic data and reporting results about four themes. These topics offer a broader 

understanding of respondents’ knowledge and attitudes related to the value respondents 

placed on access to digital information, their levels of concern for their personal privacy 

online, their support for legislation to protect personal information, and opinions of the news 

media. These findings enrich understanding of the respondent sample to contextualize the 

findings for each research question. 

Specific to unpublishing and the three research questions, respondents were asked 

questions to gauge their expectations concerning access to “old” news, their support for more 

than 25 hypothetical unpublishing scenarios, preferences for related news practices (e.g., 

delisting), preferences concerning a set of journalistic roles, values and norms, and reactions 

toward news organizations that engage in unpublishing. Questions concerning unpublishing 
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practices generally aligned with the 5W and H framework used to answer Research Question 

One.  

In addition to the primarily descriptive findings reported in text and corresponding 

tables, data analyses include correlations among certain variables, an analysis of variance, 

and a paired t-test. In some cases, categorical data are provided to emphasize differences 

among levels of opinion within a variable. These are valuable data points because of the 

nascent nature of academic research and industry intelligence about unpublishing. 

Findings from the survey contribute to unpublishing research in three ways. First, 

some of the results can be considered in conjunction with those from RQ1 to determine if 

current U.S. editorial practices and the American public’s expectations align on an emerging 

cultural and journalism phenomenon. Additionally, results suggest the journalistic roles, 

norms, and values the public most expect of journalists in the digital era—and specifically, 

those they expect news organizations’ unpublishing practices to embody. Lastly, findings 

provide researchers and the industry the first data to gauge how the practice of unpublishing 

might affect public attitudes toward a news organization. This contribution is especially 

valuable at a time when public opinions of and trust in American journalism are historically 

grim. The chapter closes with a discussion of findings for the three research questions. 

Survey Distribution and Response 

The survey panel and platform provider, Qualtrics®, launched the survey in early June 

2020 and provided the researcher data from 1,350 complete responses. Qualtrics® supplied an 

additional 2,912 partial responses that were not included in this dissertation’s analysis. The 

average completion time for the 1,350 responses in the sample was 24 minutes. The final 

dataset met the researcher’s sample requirements as outlined in Chapter Four, which 
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mandated that each respondent successfully answer the attention check question and meet the 

“speeder check” threshold. 

Respondent Demographics and Knowledge of Survey Topic 

Demographically, respondents (N = 1,350) tended to be older (M = 45.78, SD = 

17.37), female (51.11%, n = 690), white (61.85%, n = 835), and lived in the Southern U.S. 

region (37.00%, n = 599), mirroring demographics from the latest U.S. Census data. 

Respondents most often held a college degree (31.90%, n = 430) and identified as politically 

moderate (32.7%, n = 441). Further, respondents generally reported seeking news online 

more than five days every week (M = 5.48, SD = 2.15, N = 1,350) and primarily did so via 

television news (66.7%, n = 900). All demographic data are presented in Table 7.1 (see 

Appendix J). 

As reported in Table 7.2, respondents were asked two questions to measure their 

knowledge of the survey focal topic. When asked if they had any experience with making an 

unpublishing request to a news outlet, most respondents reported having none (79.2%, n = 

1,069). Most respondents also reported no knowledge of the European Union’s legislation 

commonly referred to as the “right to be forgotten” (81.78%, n = 1,104).  

Results for Four General Themes  

This section reports findings on four themes that further contextualize the general 

makeup of and broader attitudes within the sample. Three of the four sets of attitudinal 

measures are of importance as they relate to the unpublishing phenomenon: the value 

respondents placed on access to information available online, concerns about online privacy, 

and support for potential legislative protections for personal information. The last set of 

measures gauged respondents’ general attitudes toward the news media.  
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Table 7.2. 
Respondent Awareness of Study Topic 
 N % 

Experience with unpublishing requestsa   
Yes—Personally made a request 92 6.8 
Yes—Knows someone who made a request 99 7.3 
No experience 1,069 79.2 
Not sure 95 7.0 

Awareness of European Union “right to be forgotten” legislationb   
Yes 169 12.52 
No 1,104 81.78 
Not sure 77 5.70 

Notes. N = 1,350. (a) Question asked, Have you or someone you know ever contacted a news 
organization or another online information provider such as Google to ask that personal 
information be removed? Respondents could select more than one answer. (b) Survey asked, 
Are you familiar with the Right to be Forgotten legislation that was passed in the European 
Union? 
 
Value of Information Access 

Respondents were asked three questions to measure the value they placed on the ability to 

access information about a person’s past. The majority somewhat or strongly agreed that 

Googling a person was a good way to learn more about them (55.8%, n = 753). Similarly, 

most respondents agreed that it benefits society when news organizations provide a public 

record of crimes, arrests, and convictions (59.9%, n = 809) and almost half agreed that 

learning about someone’s past on the internet was positive for society (46.3%, n = 625). In 

addition, the three variables were positively correlated (r = .26 to r = .29, p < .001). Means, 

standard deviations, and categorical percentages are reported in Table 7.3. 

Concerns for Personal Privacy  

Table 7.4 presents findings for six questions (N = 1,350) that measured respondents’ online 

privacy concerns. Privacy over personal financial data triggered the highest level of 
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Table 7.3. 
Perceived Value of Online Information 
 
 n % M SD 

Society benefits when news 
organizations provide a public record 
of crimes, arrests, and convictionsa 

  3.60 .96 

Strongly Agree 208 15.4   
Somewhat Agree  601 44.5   
Neither Agree nor Disagree 367 27.2   
Somewhat Disagree 136 10.1   
Strongly Disagree 38 2.8   

     
Googling a person is a good way to 
learn more about thema 

  3.44 1.10 

Strongly Agree 204 15.1   
Somewhat Agree  549 40.7   
Neither Agree nor Disagree 324 24.0   
Somewhat Disagree 188 13.9   
Strongly Disagree 85 6.3   

     
Overall, the ability to learn about 
someone’s past by searching 
on the internet is _____ for societyb 

  3.28 1.07 

Very positive 161 11.9   
Somewhat Positive  464 34.4   
Neither Positive nor Negative 391 29.0   
Somewhat Negative 261 19.3   
Very Negative 73 5.4   

Notes. N = 1,350. Variables were measured using a five-point scale from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Pearson Correlations indicated all pairs of variables had 
small, positive relationships at the p <.001 level (2-tailed) ranging from r = .26 to r = .29. (a) 
Survey asked, To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? (b) 
Respondents chose which Likert scale item should fill in the blank in the statement. 

 
concern (M = 4.23, SD = 1.02), followed by identity theft (M = 4.11, SD = 1.04). The 

inability to remove information on the internet about oneself ranked third (M = 3.73, SD = 

1.24). And although results still fell above the median, concerns about someone finding out 

about the respondents on the internet were least concerning of the topics (M = 3.11, SD = 

1.36). Cumulatively, the scale for the privacy concern latent construct (identified with the 
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PCA reported in Chapter Four) made of up of the six variables indicated a moderate level of 

overall concern for online privacy (M = 3.75, SD = .91). 

Analysis of the raw percentages identified an interesting contrast between two 

seemingly similar questions. A majority of respondents expressed some level of concern 

about not being able to remove information about themselves from the internet (65.49%, n = 

884). However, respondents were much less concerned about that information being found 

online by someone else (42.08%, n = 568). In fact, a third of respondents—the most for any 

privacy question—indicated they were unconcerned about someone finding their information 

(34.74%, n = 469). 

Support for Legislative Methods of Control 

Three questions (N = 1,350) measured respondents’ levels of support for potential 

legislative action that could provide additional protections for person’s information online. 

The distinctive element in each question was who initially published the information about a 

person: the person in question, another person, or a news organization. Results are detailed in 

Table 7.5. 

Respondents generally supported legislation that would give people more control over 

the information they share online (M = 4.18, SD = .09) and information other people share 

about them (M = 4.08, SD = 1.08). Similarly, there was moderate support for external control 

for news content—specifically, legislation to require news organizations to remove certain 

information like old arrest reports from their online archives (M = 3.82, SD = 0.99).  In fact, 

almost half of the respondents (49.03%, n = 662) indicated some level of support for a law to 

regulate the removal of old news content; less than half as many respondents  (23.03%, n = 

311) were unsupportive of such regulation. Frequencies are reported in Figure 9. 
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Table 7.4. 
Personal Online Privacy Concerns 

 
% of 

Variance M SD 
Factor 

Loading 
Privacy Concerns (a = .854) 6.67 3.75 .91  

Someone stealing my banking, credit 
card, or other financial information 

 4.23 1.02 .765 

Identity theft  4.11 1.04 .733 
Not being able to remove information 
about myself that can be found on the 
internet 

 3.73 1.24 .780 

Unwanted access to my social media 
content/online activity 

 3.69 1.24 .760 

Someone accessing my 
medical history/health data 

 3.62 1.28 .797 

Someone finding information about 
my past on the internet 

 3.11 1.36 .674 

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey asked to what extent do the following topics related to privacy 
concern or not concern you? Variables were measured using a five-point scale from 1 = not 
at all concerned to 5 = very concerned. Privacy concern latent construct identified through 
Principal Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 5) = 296.507, p < .001. 
Pearson correlations indicated each pair of variables had medium to strong, positive 
correlations at the p < .001 level (2-tailed) ranging from r = .34 to r = .75. 
 
 
Table 7.5 
Support for Legislative Control 

 M SD 
Support legislation to give people more control 
over the information they share online 

4.18 0.94 

Support legislation to give people more control 
over their information online that another person shared 

4.08 1.08 

Support legislation requiring news organizations to remove 
certain types of information (such as old arrest reports) 
from their website archives 

3.82 0.99 

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey stated, New laws are often proposed about how personal 
information is managed online. Indicate your level of support for each item below. Variables 
were measured on a five-point scale from 1 = definitely would not support to 5 = definitely 
would support. Pearson correlations indicated each pair of variables had a small to medium, 
positive correlations at the p < .001 level (2-tailed) ranging from r = .30 to r = .50. 
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Figure 9. 
Bar Chart:  Support for Legislation Requiring News Organizations to Unpublish 
 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. Question stated, New laws are often proposed about how personal 
information is managed online. Indicate your level of support and was measured on a five-
point scale where 1 = definitely would not support to 5 = definitely would support. M = 3.82, 
SD = .99. 
 
Approval of News Media 

Five questions measured approval of the media (N = 1,350). The first four measured 

respondents’ levels of trust in the news media to provide an accurate public record (M = 

3.06, SD = 1.08), to be responsive to citizens (M = 3.04, SD = 1.11), to get things right (M = 

2.93, SD = 1.08), and to act in the public’s best interest (M = 2.97, SD = 1.19). Respondents 

also rated the media on its ethical standards (M = 2.98, SD = 1.06). Results are detailed in 

Table 7.6 and include a cumulative Media Approval score identified through the PCA, 

offering a single media approval measure for respondents falling just under the scale 

midpoint (M = 2.99, SD = .97). 

Because of its importance in better understanding the unpublishing phenomenon, 

Figure 8 further breaks down responses concerning public trust in the news media to provide 
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an accurate public record. A third of respondents (33.63%, n = 454) placed higher levels of 

trust in the media as custodians of the public record (a lot, 23.70%, n = 320; a great deal, 

9.93%, n = 134). Only a sliver of the sample indicated a total lack of trust in the media to 

maintain an accurate record of public events (8.30%, n = 112). 

Table 7.6. 
Approval of News Media 

 
% 
of Variance M SD 

Factor 
Loading 

News Media Approval (a = .928) 8.14 2.99 .97  
Trust to provide an accurate public 
recorda 

 3.06 1.08 .892 

Trust to be responsive to citizensa  3.04 1.11 .857 
Trust to act in the public’s best interesta  2.97 1.19 .894 

Trust to get things righta  2.93 1.08 .896 
Overall, the media have ____  ethical 
standardsb 

 2.98 1.06 .831 

Notes. N = 1,350. Media Approval latent construct identified through Principal Components 
Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 4) = 12.251, p <.001. Pearson correlations 
indicated large, positive correlations between each pair of variables at the p < .001 level (2-
tailed) ranging from r = .61 to r = 80. (a) Media trust questions asked, How much do you 
think you can trust the news media to ____ and were measured on a five-point scale where 1 
= not at all to 5 = a great deal. (b) Response to statement concerning media ethics was 
measured on a five-point scale where 1 = extremely low to 5 = extremely high. 
 

Research Question Three: Contextual Factors of Unpublishing Requests 

Research Question Three asked, what are the contextual factors of unpublishing 

policies and newsroom practices that American adults consider most appropriate? Survey 

questions were designed to measure one of five specific contextual factors, broadly aligning 

with the 5W and H information gathering framework used in Research Question One: 

1. What are Americans’ general expectations concerning the permanency of digital 

news? (When) 

2. Who should be allowed to make an unpublishing request? (Who) 
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3. What types of digital news content are more or less appropriate to unpublish? (What) 

4. What situations might justify unpublishing digital news? (Why) 

5. What alternatives to unpublishing might journalists consider? (How) 

Figure 10. 
Bar Chart: Public Trust in the News Media to Provide an Accurate Public Record 

 

Notes. N = 1,350.  
 

What are Americans’ general expectations concerning the permanency of digital news? 

A set of three questions (N = 1,350) were designed to gauge how time since 

publication might affect the public’s perceived value of information. Most generally, 

respondents indicated they expected to have access to news regardless of how long ago it was 

published (M = 4.01, SD = .89). Two circumstantial questions measured specific factors that 

often come into play when considering a person’s unpublishing request—specifically, (1) the 

length of time since the crime occurred and (2) the prominence of the individual involved. 

Data are reported in Table 7.7. 
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The second question asked respondents to imagine that they were a new mother 

looking for a caregiver and who decided to search online for information about their top 

candidate. Respondents were told that the candidate was previously arrested on child abuse 

charges. In this case, most respondents somewhat or strongly agreed they would expect to 

find the article about the arrest regardless of how long ago the arrest occurred (74.2%, n = 

1,002).  

The final question presented respondents with a unique hypothetical designed to 

incorporate a situation in which a person’s public/private status fluctuates within the 

community. Respondents were asked to consider a person in their community who was 

arrested for a minor crime 10 years ago and who now is running for political office for the 

first time. Like the previous two questions, the vast majority expected to find the news report 

even though it was published a decade ago (79.2%, n = 1,069).  

Who should be allowed to make an unpublishing request?  

Six questions (N = 1,350) asked respondents to indicate their levels of support for the 

various types of entities that make unpublishing requests. Respondents were most supportive 

of requests to unpublish content made on behalf of a child (M = 4.06, SD = 1.02) and least 

supportive of requests made by nonprofits/community groups or companies/corporations 

(both M = 2.61, SD = 1.28). Although the group garnered less support than children, private 

individuals also scored above the midpoint of the mean (M = 3.46, SD = 1.10). Requests by 

those with more notoriety—public officials/local leaders (M = 2.76, SD = 1.23) and 

celebrities (M = 2.70, SD = 1.26)—were least supported. 
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What types of digital news content are more or less appropriate to unpublish? 

The type of digital content considered eligible to alter or unpublish is a critical factor in the 

unpublishing debate, and therefore deserved a substantial set of questions from which to 

measure public attitudes.  However, matters of content cannot be fully separated from the 

type of person making the request. Therefore, it was important to incorporate a “who” into 

questions of “what” to consider whether the type of requestor influenced opinions about the 

subject matter. To achieve this, sets of questions focused on two separate types of people: 

private members of the public and public officials, or those with some level of prominence in 

the community. Crime was a primary (although not sole) focus of these hypothetical 

scenarios to mimic common requests U.S. newsrooms receive. 

Twelve hypothetical unpublishing requests were presented to survey participants two 

separate times during the survey to explore differences between situations involving private 

members of the public and situations involving those in public life.  In the first set, the survey 

instructed respondents to assume that a private individual made the unpublishing request; the 

second set instructed participants to assume a public official was the requestor. The 

hypotheticals, then, created a mirror set of 12 scenarios for each type of requestor. 

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) indicated that the type of person making the 

request elicited statistically different responses to the set of hypotheticals, F(1, 2698) = 

110.316, p < .001, partial η2 = .039. Probing further, as reported in Table 7.9, paired t-tests 

for each of the 12 public/private variables (N = 1,350) indicated significant differences 

between each set. In every instance, private individuals received more support than those in 

public life. But even though private people garnered significantly more support, averaging 

means for the public and private sets of variables indicated overall support for unpublishing  
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Table 7.7. 
Expectations Concerning News Permanency 
 N % M SD 
I expect to have access to news regardless of 
how long ago it was publisheda***   

4.01 .89 

Strongly agree 423 31.3   
Somewhat agree 621 46.0   

Neither agree nor disagree 216 16.0   
Somewhat disagree 75 5.6   

Strongly disagree 15 1.1   
I would expect to find the article about the 
arrest regardless of how long ago the arrest 
occurreda, b*** 

 

 

3.96 1.04 

Strongly agree 478 35.4   
Somewhat agree 524 38.8   

Neither agree nor disagree 206 15.3   
Somewhat disagree 102 7.6   

Strongly disagree 40 3.0   
  N %  

A person in your community decides to run for political 
office for the first time this year. Ten years ago, they were 
arrested for a minor crime. Would you expect to be able to 
find a news report today that was written back then?  

 

  

Yes 1,069 79.19  
No 281 20.81  

Total 1,350 100.00  

Notes. N = 1,350. (a) Information permanency questions were measured using a five-point 
scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. (b) Respondents were asked to 
indicate their level of agreement with the following hypothetical: Imagine that you are a 
new parent, and you are hiring a caregiver. You decide to search for information about 
your top candidates online. One of them was arrested for potential child abuse five years 
ago, and the local news organization published an article about it. To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with each statement?  
***Person’s correlation indicated a small, positive relationship among the two variables, r = 
.31, p < .001. 
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Table 7.8. 
Support for Unpublishing by Requestor Type 

 
% of 

Variance M SD 
Factor 

Loading 
     
On behalf of children a  4.06 1.02  
By private individuals a  3.46 1.10  
If I were identified in news online (in an 
article, photo, video, etc.), I should have the 
right to ask a news organization to remove it. 

 3.43 1.24  

     

Prominent and Powerful (a = .931)b 4.39 2.69 1.15  
By public officials/local leadersa  2.76 1.28 .871 

By celebritiesa  2.70 1.26 .832 
By nonprofits/community groupsa  2.61 1.28 .949 

By companies/corporationsa  2.61 1.28 .949 

Notes. N = 1,350. Variables were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree. (a) For all questions except for “If I were identified…” the survey 
stated, News organizations could set rules about information they might consider removing 
based on who is asking. To what extent do you agree or disagree that requests from the 
following groups might be okay? (b) Prominent and Powerful latent construct identified 
through Principal Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 3) = 19.354, p 
<.001. 
 

for both groups fell well below the mean of the scale (private individuals, M = 2.32, SD = 

.95; public officials, M = 2.04, SD = .98). 

Although the differences between the private / public groups were significant, public 

approval (N = 1,350) by the specific crime in question (versus type of requestor) remained 

consistent. Support for the 12 hypotheticals ranked in the same order whether the requestor 

was a private individual or a public official. Approval levels ranged from the strongest 

support for a request about a crime by a person later found to be innocent (private individual, 

M = 4.35, SD = 1.00; public official, M = 4.03, SD = 1.24) to the least support for requests 
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concerning violent crime (private individual, M = 1.89, SD = 1.16; public official, M = 1.72, 

SD = 1.14). 

The last finding related to the 12 types of content about crime that might be 

unpublished was identified through the Principal Components Analysis on all numeric survey 

variables as reported in Chapter Four. Six crimes for private individuals and six crimes for 

public officials—indeed, the same six crimes—were found to form a latent construct 

identified as a “Protected News” scale (M = 2.18, SD = .91). Reported in Table 7.10, the six 

types of crimes—indecent exposure, prostitution/solicitation, driving under the influence 

(DUI), professional wrongdoing or malpractice, domestic violence, and violent crime—had 

the lowest levels of public support for unpublishing among the 12 original types of content 

posed in the hypotheticals.  

What situations might justify unpublishing digital news? 

To measure public support for common reasons unpublishing requests are made, 

respondents were asked to “be the editor” and determine how they would decide nine 

unpublishing requests based on common reasons people give to news organizations. An 

analysis of descriptive data indicated that most respondents supported an unpublishing 

request from a person who, after willingly participating in an article about their health, now 

claimed they felt their privacy had been violated (70.4% somewhat or strongly agreed, n = 

951). Most of the sample also supported requests to unpublish based on a person’s concerns 

for their personal safety (68.8% somewhat or strongly agreed, n = 928). Conversely, the 

largest number of respondents disagreed that unpublishing was justified by those who spoke 

voluntarily on the record but are now embarrassed by what they said (40.7% somewhat or  
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Table 7.9. 
Paired T-Tests: Support for Unpublishing for Private Individuals Versus Public Officials 

Content Private 
Person 

Public 
Official 

Comparison 

 M SD M SD 
M 

Differencea t d 
Minor drug offense 3.60 1.17 3.12 1.35 .48*** 14.33 .39 
bDriving Under the Influence 
(DUI) 

2.65 1.25 2.27 1.25 .38*** 12.92 .35 

bProstitution/solicitation 2.75 1.30 2.38 1.27 .37*** 12.68 .34 
Bankruptcy 3.40 1.30 3.05 1.34 .35*** 10.36 .28 
bProfessional 
wrongdoing/malpractice 

2.25 1.27 1.93 1.16 .32*** 10.84 .29 

Person later found innocent 4.35 1.00 4.03 1.24 .32*** 10.53 .29 
bIndecent exposure 2.41 1.29 2.11 1.21 .30*** 9.97 .27 

Charges later dropped 4.00 1.12 3.72 1.28 .28*** 8.54 .23 
Controversial political comments 
made voluntarily 

2.89 1.26 2.63 1.32 .26*** 7.95 .22 

Victimless crime by minor 3.83 1.15 3.58 1.26 .25*** 8.61 .23 
bDomestic violence 2.01 1.29 1.80 1.15 .21*** 8.05 .22 
bViolent Crime 1.89 1.16 1.72 1.14 .17*** 6.68 .18 

Notes. N = 1,350. Df = 1,349. Hypotheticals were measured using a five-point scale where 1 
= strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree that the news organization should consider 
deleting the information. Higher scores indicate higher levels of support to unpublish. (a) 
Mean difference is Public Official mean subtracted from Private Individual mean; positive 
mean difference indicates support is higher for unpublishing for private persons than is 
support for public officials. For all pairs of measures, means were higher for hypotheticals 
about private individuals compared to the same 12 hypotheticals involving public officials. 
For the variable set for private individuals, the survey stated, Imagine that a news report for 
each topic below was published five years ago. The reports are available on the news 
organization's website and can be found in Google search results. If the person involved in 
the article contacted the news organization today to ask that it be removed, to what extent do 
you agree or disagree that the news organization should consider deleting it? The set of 
questions related to public officials stated, Now consider the same news reports published 
five years ago. In this case, however, the news reports were written about a public official in 
your community. If the public official asked, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the 
news organization should consider deleting the information? (b) Included in Protected News 
latent construct scale identified by Principal Components Analysis of survey variables (see 
Table 7.10). 
***p<.001 
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Table 7.10. 
Protected News Latent Construct 

  % of Variance M SD Factor Loading 
Protected News (a = .925)  16.92 2.18 .91  

Prostitution/solicitationb   2.75 1.304 .588 

DUIa   2.65 1.246 .646 
Indecent exposurea   2.41 1.290 .738 

Prostitution/solicitationb   2.38 1.273 .668 
DUIb   2.27 1.253 .698 
Professional 
wrongdoing/malpracticea  

 2.25 1.274 .727 

Indecent exposureb   2.11 1.207 .749 
Domestic violencea   2.01 1.293 .760 
Professional 
wrongdoing/malpracticeb  

 1.93 1.164 .755 

Violent Crimea   1.89 1.161 .724 
Domestic violenceb   1.80 1.154 .783 

Violent Crimeb   1.72 1.145 .765 

Notes. N = 1,350. (a) Private individual. (b) Public Official. Protected news latent scale 
identified through Principal Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 11) = 
194.274, p < .001. Hypotheticals were measured using a five-point scale where 1 = strongly 
disagree and 5 = strongly agree that the news organization should consider deleting the 
information, so higher scores reflect higher support for unpublishing. For all pairs of 
measures, means were higher for hypotheticals about private individuals compared to the 
same 12 hypotheticals involving public officials. Question stated, Imagine that a news report 
for each topic below was published five years ago. The reports are available on the news 
organization's website and can be found in Google search results. If the person involved in 
the article contacted the news organization today to ask that it be removed, to what extent do 
you agree or disagree that the news organization should consider deleting it? The set of 
questions related to public officials stated, Now consider the same news reports published 
five years ago. In this case, however, the news reports were written about a public official in 
your community. If the public official asked, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the 
news organization should consider deleting the information?   
 

strongly disagreed, n = 550) or who claim the published information is too old and no longer 

newsworthy (42.2% somewhat or strongly disagreed, n = 570).   
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Further analyses reported in Table 7.11 aimed to identify reasons to unpublish that 

might be considered similarly in unpublishing policies. Two latent constructs were identified 

during the Principal Components Analysis discussed previously. The PCA identified four 

justifications considered more compelling (M = 3.80, SD = .85) and five others considered 

less compelling (M = 3.09, SD = .93). Notably, however, the cumulative measure 

representing those reasons considered less compelling still cumulatively fell just above the 

mean of the scale, and therefore collectively garnered at least some support. In short, seven 

of the nine reasons to unpublish were supported to some degree, with only requests based on 

embarrassment or simply due to the information’s age considered inappropriate overall. 

What alternatives to unpublishing might journalists consider? 

Because the catch-all term “unpublishing” can often infer other editorial actions (e.g., 

delisting), a set of questions measured support for four specific alternatives to removing 

content. Those alternatives were updating the article, adding an editor’s note to the top of an 

article, writing a new article, and blocking the web page from Google’s search engine 

(delist). 

For these questions, respondents were instructed to assume that they were the person 

making the request to the newsroom. More specifically, respondents were to assume (1) they 

had been arrested for a minor crime five years ago, and it had been reported by the news 

organization; (2) they were job hunting and worried about the information being found by 

potential employers; and (3) they had already contacted the news organization, and it refused 

to unpublish the information. Based on this hypothetical, respondents (N = 1,350) were to 

indicate which alternatives they would consider an acceptable compromise. 

 



  214 

Table 7.11. 
More and Less Compelling Justifications to Unpublish 

 
% of 

Variance M SD 
Factor 

Loading 
More Compelling (a = .739)a 2.59 3.80 .85  

A person who says they are being stalked 
because their name and photo were published 
with a story about a community event 

 3.89 1.14 .696 

An article about a person’s illness that they 
now think is an invasion of privacy 

 3.88 1.11 .702 

A person who doesn't want the publicity for 
being a "hero" after rescuing a drowning 
child 

 3.81 1.13 .719 

An obituary that includes information the 
person's family feels is unflattering 

 3.62 1.17 .676 

     
Less Compelling (a = .834)b 3.00 3.09 .93  

A person who claims they are suicidal 
because of a news article published about 
them in the past 

 3.51 1.17 .647 

A person who says the news article is hurting 
their chances of finding a job 

 3.23 1.18 .820 

A person who says the article is damaging 
their reputation 

 3.03 1.18 .828 

A news article in which the person consented 
to be interviewed but now is embarrassed by 
what they said 

 2.86 1.24 .651 

A person who claims the information is too 
old and no longer newsworthy 

 2.83 1.24 .762 

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey said You are the editor of a news organization and have to decide 
whether to remove archived news when requests are made. The information in each case 
was accurate when it was reported. To what extent do you agree or disagree that you might 
remove the information? Variables were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Positive correlation among all pairs of variables was 
significant p < 0.01 level (2-tailed). (a) More Compelling Justification latent construct 
identified through Principal Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 3) = 
27.695, p <.001. (b) Less Compelling Justification latent scale identified through Principal 
Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 4) = 148.774, p <.001. 
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Out of the four alternatives to unpublishing, updating an old news article with the 

most current information was preferred (M = 4.25, SD = .97), followed by adding an editor’s 

note to the top of the article (M = 4.04, SD = .99). Writing a new article with the current 

information was also supported (M = 3.87, SD = 1.07). Although still above the midpoint of 

the scale, blocking an article from Google search results received the least support as well as 

the strongest resistance—and garnered the most deviation in responses (M = 3.15, SD = 

1.25). Overall, updating an article was found to be the most acceptable by far, with 83.3% (n 

= 1,124) stating it was somewhat (33.0%, n = 445) or very (50.3%, n = 679) acceptable. 

Research Question Four: Public Expectations of Journalistic Values and Norms 

To complement findings reported to this point, a subset of questions (N = 1,350) 

measured public expectations related to the journalism profession’s traditional values and 

norms. Questions included explicit statements about journalists’ roles and normative 

priorities as well as questions about newsroom practices specifically designed to represent a 

traditional professional value or norm (e.g., accuracy, editorial standards, autonomy). 

Research Question Four, then, asked: when it comes to unpublishing, what professional 

values and norms do American adults expect journalists to demonstrate? Four sets of 

questions focused on (1) respondents’ expectations of roles journalists play in society; (2) 

respondents’ expectations concerning journalism as the “first draft of history;” (3) if 

pressured to choose, whether journalists should prioritize pursuit of the truth or minimizing 

harm to those named in the news; and (4) the importance of practices that emulate the values 

and norms of accuracy, standardization of practices, equality, transparency, autonomy, and 

community engagement. 
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Table 7.12. 
Public Support for Unpublishing Alternatives 
  % n M SD 
Update the old article    4.25 .97 

Very acceptable  50.3 679   
Somewhat acceptable  33.0 445   
No opinion  10.4 140   
Somewhat unacceptable  3.8 51   
Very unacceptable  2.6 35   

Add editor's note at top of 
article 

 
  

4.04 
.99 

Very acceptable  38.0 513   
Somewhat acceptable  38.0 513   
No opinion  16.7 226   
Somewhat unacceptable  4.4 60   
Very unacceptable  2.8 38   

Write a new article    3.87 1.07 
Very acceptable  33.8 456   
Somewhat acceptable  33.4 451   
No opinion  22.1 298   
Somewhat unacceptable  7.1 96   
Very unacceptable  3.6 49   

Block the article in Google 
search 

 
  3.15 1.25 

Very acceptable  16.0 216   
Somewhat acceptable  27.4 370   
No opinion  24.6 332   
Somewhat unacceptable  20.1 271   
Very unacceptable  11.9 161   

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey stated, Imagine that you were arrested for a minor crime five years 
ago and it was covered by a local news organization. Since then, the charges were reduced, 
and you pleaded guilty. Now, you are job hunting and are afraid potential employers will 
Google your name and find the information. You contact the news organization, but they 
refuse to remove the article. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the following 
compromises would be acceptable? Variables were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = 
very unacceptable to 5 = very acceptable. Pearson correlations indicate positive relationships 
among all pairs of variables at p < .001 level (2-tailed) except the pair adding editor’s note to 
article and blocking from Google. Pearson correlations ranged from r = .10 to r = .52. 
 
 

Table 7.13 reports findings related to the first two topics above. Concerning 

journalists’ roles within society, respondents were asked about the importance of the  
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Figure 11. 
Bar Chart: Public Support for Updating Arrest Reports 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey stated, Imagine that you were arrested for a minor crime five years 
ago and it was covered by a local news organization. Since then, the charges were reduced, 
and you pleaded guilty. Now, you are job hunting and are afraid potential employers will 
Google your name and find the information. You contact the news organization, but they refuse 
to remove the article. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the following compromises 
would be acceptable? Bar chart represents responses to the compromise updating the old 
article. Variables were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = very unacceptable to 5 = very 
acceptable. 

 

profession’s historic “watchdog” role as well as the importance of journalists either being 

involved or maintaining distance from their community. Respondents indicated that it was 

important for journalists to serve as watchdogs over the government (M = 4.14, SD = 

.94); when it came to journalists’ orientation within the community, results found much more 

importance placed on journalists’ involvement in the community (M = 4.05, SD = .90) over 

journalists maintaining distance from those they cover (M = 2.61, SD = 1.13). 

Also in Table 7.13 are results for two questions (N = 1,350) concerning journalists’ 

self-identified role as creators—or custodians—of the first draft of history. First, respondents 
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moderately agreed with the statement that news is the first draft of history (M = 3.59, SD = 

.91), with more than half of the sample somewhat or strongly agreeing with the statement 

(61.2%, n = 826). Respondents also agreed, although less so, that allowing people to ask 

news organizations to remove information about themselves poses a threat to the public 

record (M = 3.20, SD = 1.03).  

Table 7.13. 
Public Opinion: Journalism Roles 
  M SD 
Watchdog Role    
Important for journalists to serve as watchdogs over governmenta  4.14 .94 

 
Community Orientation  

  

Important for journalists to be involved in the communityb  4.05 .90 
Important for journalists to maintain distance from the 
communityb  

2.61 1.13 

 

News as the “First Draft of History”c  

  

News is the first draft of history  3.59 .91 
Allowing people to ask news organizations to remove information 
published about them poses a threat to the public record  

3.20 1.03 

Notes. N = 1,350. (a) Respondents were asked, How important is it for journalists to serve as 
“watchdogs” over the government and keep an eye on elected leaders? and was measured on 
five-point scale where 1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely important. Pearson 
correlation indicated a moderate, positive relationship between the watchdog variable and 
variable concerning journalists being involved in the community, r = .34, p < .001. A second 
Pearson correlation indicated a small, negative relationship between watchdog variable and 
variable concerning journalists maintaining distance from the community, r = -.16, p < .001. 
(b) Respondents were asked, Consider the role journalists play in your community. What is 
your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements? It is ____. Ratings 
were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 
Pearson correlation indicated a moderate, negative relationship between the set of variables, r 
= -.36, p < .001. (c) Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with each 
statement. Variables were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 
strongly agree. Pearson correlation indicated variables had a small, positive correlated at the 
p < .001 level (2-tailed), r = .20. 
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Figure 12 
Descriptives: News as the First Draft of History 
 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the 
statement News is the first draft of history and was measured on a five-point scale in which 1 
= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 
 

The next question reported in Table 7.14 concerned journalists’ normative priority in 

reporting between the two tenets most often invoked in debates about unpublishing. When 

asked to choose whether journalists should prioritize minimizing harm to individuals 

involved in the news or protecting the public’s right to know, two-thirds of respondents 

indicated protecting the public’s right to know should take priority (66.8%, n = 902) over 

minimizing harm (33.2%, n = 448).  

The last set of questions for Research Question Four (N = 1,350) were intended to 

measure levels of agreement that six journalistic traditional values and norms should be 

demonstrated through unpublishing practices. Table 7.15 reports these results, and Table 7.16 

(see Appendix J) details Pearson correlations among each pair of variables. 
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Table 7.14. 
Public Priority: Report the Truth v. Minimize Harm 
 
  N % 
Journalists should prioritize minimizing harm  
to individuals involved in the news 

 448 33.2 

Journalists should prioritize protecting 
the public’s right to know 

 902 66.8 

Total  1350 100.0 

Notes. N = 1,350. Respondents were asked, Journalists often have to make hard choices 
about the news they report. When situations force them to choose between the two items 
below, which should be prioritized? The variable was dichotomous. A Chi-Square goodness-
of-fit test was conducted on the prioritization of minimizing harm or the right to know. There 
were statistically significant differences in the number of respondents who prioritized the 
values (x2(1) = 152.68, p < .001.)  
 

First and most prominently, respondents indicated a strong expectation for ongoing 

information accuracy; more specifically, they indicated they expected to find 

accurate/updated information if criminal charges had been dismissed a few years after 

publication of the initial arrest (M = 4.30, SD = .97). Similarly, results found strong support 

for policy standardization across the industry. More than 80% (n = 1,090) of respondents 

somewhat or strongly agreed that all news organizations should follow a set of standardized 

guidelines about what can and cannot be removed from news archives (M = 4.18, SD = .99). 

Findings were less positive when it came to organization autonomy, with less than half 

(48.0%, n = 648) in agreement that each news organization should be able to make 

independent decisions whether to grant an unpublishing request (M = 3.32, SD = 1.20).  

One finding concerning equality signaled a potential conflict with the ad-hoc, by-

request nature of most news organizations’ unpublishing practices: Respondents indicated 

high agreement with the notion that if one person’s arrest report (in this case, for marijuana 

possession) was unpublished, the same type of arrest reports about other people should be 

removed as well regardless of whether they asked (M = 3.96, SD = 1.09). Similar 
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Figure 13. 
Bar Chart: Public Expectations Regarding Content Accuracy 
 

If charges were dismissed a few years after the article was written,  
I would expect it to be updated with the most current information 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. 

expectations were found concerning transparency with audiences: more than two-thirds of 

respondents (69.7%, n = 941) agreed that if a news organization unpublishes content, it is 

important to make readers aware (M = 3.90, SD = 1.09). 

Lastly, in keeping with the previously reported finding that journalists should be 

involved in their communities, almost half of the sample (49.1%, n = 663) agreed—although 

moderately so—that news organizations should ask for input from the public about how to 

address unpublishing requests (M = 3.30, SD = 1.21).  
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Table 7.15. 
Public Expectations: Normative Values Reflected in Unpublishing Practices 
Variable  M SD 
Accuracy: If the charges were dismissed a few years 
after the article was written, I would expect it to be 
updated with the most current informationa  

4.30 .97 

Standardization: All news organizations should 
follow a set of standard guidelines about what 
information can and cannot be removed from their 
archives  

4.18 .90 

Equality: If organization removes one person's 
marijuana arrest, the same should be done for all  

3.96 1.09 

Transparency: If news organizations choose to 
grant requests to remove content, it is important that 
they make readers aware  

3.90 1.09 

Autonomy: Each news organization should be able 
to make its own independent decision whether to 
grant someone’s request to remove a news report   

3.32 1.20 

Public Engagement: News organizations should ask 
for input from the public about how to address 
requests to remove news that has been published 
online  

3.30 1.21 

Notes. N = 1,350. Bolded terms (e.g., accuracy, equality) were not part of question posed to 
survey respondents. All questions ended with, To what degree to you agree or disagree with 
the following statements? and were measured on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. See Table 7.16 (Appendix K) for Pearson correlations 
indicating strength of associations among variables. (a) Survey instructed respondents, 
Imagine that you are a new parent, and you are hiring a caregiver. You decide to search for 
information about your top candidates online. One of them was arrested for potential child 
abuse five years ago, and the local news organization published an article about it.  
 

Research Question Five: Unpublishing’s Effects on Public Opinion of News 

Organizations 

The final four questions from the public opinion survey (N = 1,350) were designed to 

answer RQ5, which asked: For organizations that engage in unpublishing practices, is public 

opinion affected? Data were reverse coded so higher numbers represent more negative 

attitudes.  
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Table 7.17. 
Categorical Results for Public Expectations: Normative Values 
Reflected in Unpublishing Practices 
 

 Accuracy 
Standardizatio

n Equality 
Transparenc

y Autonomy 
Public 

Engagement 
 n % n % n % n % n % n % 

Strongly 
Agree 749 55.5 581 43.0 524 38.8 481 35.6 245 18.1 223 16.5 

Somewha
t Agree 377 27.9 510 37.8 459 34.0 460 34.1 29.9 360 440 32.6 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 133 9.9 192 14.2 214 15.9 251 18.6 360 26.7 345 25.6 

Somewha
t Disagree 61 4.5 49 3.6 100 7.4 110 8.1 48 3.6 205 15.2 

Strongly 
Disagree 30 2.2 18 1.3 53 3.9 220 16.3 122 9.0 137 10.1 

Total 
1,35
0 

100.
0 1,350 100.0 

1,35
0 

100.
0 

1,35
0 

100.
0 

1,35
0 

100.
0 

1,35
0 

100.
0 

Notes. See Table 7.15 for questions posed to respondents about unpublishing that were 
designed to represent each norm or value presented here. For example, the question 
concerning accuracy stated, If the charges were dismissed a few years after the article was 
written, I would expect it to be updated with the most current information and was measured 
on a five-point scale where 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 
 

Results in Table 7.18 (see Appendix M) indicate moderate reactions overall, with a 

slightly negative public reaction for three out of four reputational factors. Perception that the 

archive of a news organization that unpublishes is a “trusted public record” suffered the most 

negative impact (M = 3.19, SD = 1.15), followed by the organization’s credibility (M = 3.07, 

SD = 1.03) and trustworthiness (M = 3.03, SD = 1.09). In contrast, knowing that a news 

organization engages in unpublishing very slightly improved respondents’ perception of its 

professionalism (M = 2.90, SD = 1.13). However, inspection of categorical data revealed that 

while negative attitude changes were mild, they were prevalent; in each case, a third or more 

respondents had some level of negative attitude change—and in the case of the news 
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organization’s archive being a trusted public record, even more respondents reacted 

negatively (40.5%, n = 547). 

Analysis of the descriptive data related to respondents’ attitude changes in response to 

unpublishing resemble the bifurcated nature of professional stances on the topic. 

Figure 14. 
Bar Chart: Public Reaction Concerning News Organizations’ Archives as Trusted Public 
Record 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. Survey asked, If you knew that a news organization had removed 
information from its archives in response to requests from the public, how would you feel 
about the organization’s archive as a trusted public record? and was measured on a five-
point scale. Measurement scale was reverse coded so 1 = extremely positive to 5 = extremely 
negative, so higher numbers represent more negative attitude change. 
 
Discussion 

Chapter Seven reported dozens of data points from a survey of 1,350 U.S. adults, the 

first of its kind to substantially measure public attitudes related to unpublishing news content. 

These data will serve as seminal empirical data for future studies on the nascent issue of 
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unpublishing digital news content and provide new insight to news organizations that are 

seeking information from which to consider new policies.  

The most meaningful results reported previously in this chapter are discussed in this 

section, then considered as one aspect of the dissertation’s overall findings in the following 

chapter (Discussion, Chapter 8). Most broadly, results from the public opinion survey 

indicate that attitudes among the American public are likely as disparate as those within the 

news industry. While some findings depict a clear preference among respondents, others 

indicate almost equal splits in opinion that make forming conclusions more difficult. Often, a 

significant percentage of the sample indicate they are ambivalent about the question posed. 

However, identifying those murky areas is valuable when it comes to unpublishing, 

especially in the infancy of the phenomenon’s empirical research.  

As noted in the findings, most respondents had no experience with unpublishing, nor 

did they have knowledge of the European Union’s legislation nicknamed the “right to be 

forgotten.” The lack of knowledge of the EU’s data privacy law was of note, as it has 

implications for the United States and has attracted mainstream media attention in America 

since before the legislation was enacted.  

The four general themes initially reported about the respondents in the sample 

provide some context from which to consider the findings specific to unpublishing. In 

general, respondents overall agreed that online information is valuable, although for each 

measure about a quarter of respondents indicated neutral positions. The question concerning 

news organizations’ role in providing a public record of crimes, arrests, and convictions, 

however, also garnered the most support, with almost 60% of the sample agreeing to some 

degree. This suggests a perceived value of news as archived information as well as provides 
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some level of support for the news as “first draft of history” argument—an argument tested at 

several points in the survey, and a recurring theme in this discussion.  

Turning to privacy concerns, findings were more definitive. Respondents indicated 

concerns for all aspects of their privacy, with the inability to remove information about 

themselves on the one of the top three of the six concerns. A related question, however, 

prompted the mildest concern overall: worry that someone might find the respondent’s past 

on the internet. These two data points considered in tandem interestingly indicate that 

although people feel they have nothing about their past online they want or need to hide from 

others, they still definitively want control over their information. Of course, “information” is 

broad, and it could be construed as anything from an old news article to a credit card number. 

Further, it is possible that the survey’s respondent demographics come into play; with older, 

white, college-educated women making up the largest group in the sample and criminal 

records being the most prominent “past” people are typically concerned about, simple crime 

statistics and assumptions of social privilege might contribute to the perceived lack of 

something to hide.  

Alongside a strong desire to control their own information, respondents supported 

legislation that would give them the legal right to do so. Similar support extended to 

information someone else shared about a person, yet respondents’ support dropped when the 

law targeted news organizations. However, that “drop” still equated to strong support for 

legal restrictions on the press—editorial restrictions that fly in the face of traditional First 

Amendment jurisprudence. Arguably, this is one data point, but it should not be minimized, 

especially at time of historically low trust of the news media and when threats to its First 

Amendment protections are snaking their way to the U.S. Supreme Court. The finding 
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suggests that those who continue to claim “the right to be forgotten will never happen in 

America” should rethink their position. 

Paired with this finding was lackluster support for the news media overall, although 

individual measures detected slight, yet directional, shifts in opinion specific to journalism 

roles, norms, and values. The media were slightly trusted overall to provide an accurate 

public record and to be responsive to citizens, yet slightly distrusted overall when it came to 

getting things right, acting in the public’s best interest, and maintaining appropriate ethical 

standards. Each of these perceptions could be affected by a news organization’s public 

response to the unpublishing phenomenon—and, posited here, that could be potentially 

improved with increased transparency and engagement with the community. 

Research Question Three 

Findings for research question three concerned the contextual factors of unpublishing 

policies and newsroom practices that American adults considered most appropriate. More 

specifically, survey questions focused on five factors of unpublishing requests and potential 

responses: who, what, when, why, and how. These factors are considered in tandem to best 

contextualize the discussion. 

One of the most potentially significant findings related to this research question 

concerns the notion and value of time since publication. This is often a focal point in trade 

discourse about unpublishing (“old news”) and is a common decision-making factor that 

newsrooms consider in policy and practice. Yet survey respondents favored retaining “old” 

information—in fact, they strongly expected to be able to find it. Similar expectations were 

found specific to crime. A hypothetical that placed respondents in the position of new mother 

hiring a caregiver indicated they expected to find a news article about their top candidate’s 
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prior arrest regardless of how long ago that arrest occurred. And yet another found the vast 

majority expected to find a news report about a minor arrest that was published a decade ago. 

These findings challenge policy decisions that place substantive—or, potentially, the lion’s 

share—weight on information’s age. Therefore, the researcher suggests more emphasis be 

placed on the potential information value to individuals versus notions of information age.   

These findings contradict Bode and Jones’ (2018) related study on U.S. support for a 

“right to be forgotten,” which found the largest number of respondents were comfortable 

with erasure of content less than a year old. One might argue that the current study at times 

placed the respondent in the seat of the person who needed the information to make an 

informed choice. This may seem much more nuanced than measures of opinion to blanket 

statements, but it emphasizes the point that no one can know the future value of past 

information. It simply is not possible to predict what information someone might need to 

know at a later point in time, making unpublishing determinations resting on assessments of 

current newsworthiness—another common newsroom occurrence—a questionable practice. 

Where the question of newsworthiness does come into play, however, is in the 

inherent news value of the person at the center of a particular unpublishing request. Results 

indicate that across the board, respondents do not consider requests by collective entities 

appropriate to consider, nor are requests by public officials or celebrities. Requests from 

private individuals—the people most commonly at the center of requests—were moderately 

supported. Only requests on behalf of children were strongly supported. Whereas half of the 

sample supported to some degree private individuals making a request to unpublish, almost 

80% of respondents did the same for requests on behalf of children.  
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Two other points concerning the “who” of requests should be addressed here. The 

first relates to the survey design. Most questions effectively placed respondents in an “editor” 

role in which they indicated the appropriateness of unpublishing practices in response to a 

request by a third party. In some others, however, the survey respondent was instructed that 

they were the requestor. While it might be assumed that people would grant more rights to 

themselves than to others, respondents granted private individuals ever so slightly more 

support (all requestors, M = 3.43, SD = 1.24; private individuals, M = 3.46, SD = 1.10). 

Even so, two-thirds of the sample agreed to some degree that they should have the right to 

ask that news be unpublished. 

The final finding related to the question of “who” resulted from a unique hypothetical 

posed to respondents that was designed to present a situation in which a person’s 

public/private status fluctuated within the community. Respondents were asked to consider a 

person in their community who was arrested for a minor crime 10 years ago and who now is 

running for political office for the first time. The vast majority expected to find the news 

report even though it was published a decade ago, offering further support for the suggestion 

that news organizations deemphasize the age of information.  

Differences in the treatment of private individuals versus public officials were further 

dissected using the 12 hypotheticals that were presented twice to respondents. As reported in 

the findings, in every instance, support for private individuals was higher than that for public 

officials. This, of course, aligns with journalists’ higher levels of editorial scrutiny for public 

officials as part of its watchdog role, and would seemingly support similar scrutiny built into 

unpublishing policies.  
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Yet the Principal Components Analysis (PCA) emphasized that the content type is 

critically important as well. In fact, variables about the same set of six crimes for each type 

of person were found to form a latent construct defined here as “Protected News.” In short, 

regardless of which type of person was involved, the same six crimes formed one latent 

construct. Collectively, this was interpreted to mean that information about these six crimes 

were considered too valuable to unpublish. Based on these data, the public perceives news 

about violence of any kind (violent crime, domestic violence, and sex crimes), out of bounds 

for unpublishing, as are other crimes that may have hurt another person (DUI, professional 

wrongdoing). 

In contrast, five hypotheticals garnered respondents’ general support, indicating it 

was more appropriate to unpublish. These were victimless crimes committed by a minor, 

cases in which charges were dropped, cases in which a person was found to be innocent, a 

bankruptcy, and a minor drug conviction. Again, content seemed to reign supreme; these 

types of news reports were supported regardless of the type of person making the request. 

These findings would suggest news organizations will face difficulty when it comes to 

questions of more prominent persons in the community. Although it would seem there is less 

support to unpublish content related to those individuals, they arguably have the most to lose 

from a reputational standpoint. And while in cases of routine crime it may be most 

appropriate to keep information about public figures on the record, there will likely be cases 

in which it might still be appropriate. Therefore, strident language about refuting requests by 

all public officials may be promising more than a newsroom can, or should, deliver.  

Additional findings illuminated public acceptance of the reasons individuals provide 

newsrooms when they advocate that information be unpublished. These justifications can be 



  231 

as unique as the individuals that make them, but the survey measured twelve common (or 

commonly posed) ones. Of these findings, the one related to time is, once again, suggestive 

of its lack of singular value: claims that content should be unpublished simply because it is 

considered “too old” and “no longer newsworthy” were not generally supported.  

More broadly, justification based on age and four other reasons were identified 

through the PCA as forming a latent construct representing “Less Compelling” justifications 

to unpublish. The four other reasons were requests premised on threats of suicide, claims of 

damage to a job search, alleged damage to one’s reputation, and “source remorse” 

(embarrassment over comments freely given). Even so, all but the “embarrassment” and 

“old” justifications garnered some level of support.  

Four other reasons to unpublish, however, garnered significant support from 

respondents, suggesting broader influences that newsrooms might consider in company 

policy. For example, the most compelling reason to unpublish was identified as a person who 

said they were being stalked after being photographed and identified in a community article; 

this suggests threats to personal safety are paramount to consider. Similarly, concerns from a 

person who consented to be interviewed about an illness but now thinks it is an invasion of 

their privacy, a person heralded as a hero for saving a drowning child, and an obituary a 

family finds unflattering to the deceased were considered appropriate reasons to unpublish. 

These are suggestive of the persuasiveness of requests related to personal health or illness, 

voluntary participation in “soft news,” and posthumous commentaries on someone’s 

personhood. Although these are highly specific, they do offer some suggestions concerning 

what is most appropriate in the eyes of the public. 
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The last contextual factor of unpublishing requests covered by the survey focused on 

alternatives to unpublishing. These questions once again placed respondents in the position 

of the person making the unpublishing request. Respondents were to indicate alternatives 

they found acceptable alternatives to removing the information in question. Most notably, 

these findings indicated that de-indexing from search engines was the least supported out of 

the four alternatives provided; in fact, it trailed the second-least-supported alternative 

(writing a new article) by a whopping 24%. This is a surprising finding, as deindexing from 

search engines is, in fact, the action regulated under and at the heart of the E.U.’s “right to be 

forgotten” legislation.   

Instead, findings clearly favored news organizations updating information over all 

other alternatives to unpublishing. More than 80% of respondents supported updating content 

as an appropriate alternative—twice as many as those who support deindexing a link from 

search engines. This reinforces the findings discussed previously related to the public’s 

expectations that content that is accessible also be accurate—a finding that poses theoretical 

and practical questions to a press that is used to notions of accuracy concerning truthfulness 

at the time of publication. 

Of course, this expectation that content that is accessible on a news website always be 

up to date is not realistically achievable. However, it should spark new debate about what 

information, exactly, a news organization should maintain in its public-facing archives 

indefinitely. To facilitate this debate, the researcher suggests returning to the question of 

information value versus newsworthiness and considering technological solutions that 

cultivate more equality across various sub-types of content. For example, a news 

organization’s decision to “sunset,” or automatically delist, all non-felony reports after a year 
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offers a standard practice regardless of who the requestor is, what influence they may have 

on the newsroom, or the level of agency they have to make a request in the first place. New 

considerations about what content is ephemeral on its face might serve to reduce the need to 

unpublish at all. 

Research Question Four 

Research Question Four asked, when it comes to unpublishing, what professional 

values and norms do American adults expect journalists to demonstrate? Most broadly, 

survey respondents indicated journalists’ role as watchdogs over government was highly 

important, as was journalists’ involvement with the community. A similar question 

suggesting journalists maintain distance from their community received very little support. 

Therefore, respondents indicated news organizations should distance themselves from 

government, but not from those members of the public the news organization serves. 

Similarly, when forced to choose, two-thirds of respondents chose protecting the public’s 

right to know—a collective social right—over minimizing harm to those individuals named 

in the news.  Taken together, the findings suggest public expectation of community 

engagement traditionally incompatible with professional notions of journalistic objectivity. 

The profession’s self-proclaimed identity as the first draft of history found moderate 

support, with more than 60% of respondents agreeing with the sentiment. This finding 

supports the profession’s traditional notion of itself, yet it inherently calls for the notion to be 

modernized in practice. As other research has shown, digital news is overwhelmingly 

ephemeral, with virtually no news organizations investing in real preservation efforts. Any 

conceptualization of digital news carefully archived akin to the old print morgue is 

unfounded and virtually nonexistent in practice. And while most respondents agreed that 
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allowing people to ask news organizations to remove information published about them 

poses a threat to the public record, that finding must be taken in context: as a reminder, a 

majority of respondents agreed that they should have a right to ask that news about 

themselves be removed.  

The last component of RQ4 addressed questions concerning the journalistic norms 

and values the public might expect unpublishing practices to demonstrate. These findings 

once again signal the public’s desire for information accuracy, achieving one of the highest 

levels of agreement survey wide. In this case, respondents indicated strong expectations that 

they would find up-to-date information in an article about criminal charges that were 

dismissed a few years after publication. This, again, is not conceivable nor achievable in 

today’s news environment, but it indeed reinforces the notion that maybe some types of news 

have a pre-determined lifespan. 

In addition to accuracy, respondents most prevalently expected newsrooms to follow 

a set of standard guidelines about what information can and cannot be unpublished. In fact, 

more than 80% of respondents expected standardization among news organizations. Of 

course, this is not the case; while professional associations such as RTDNA and ONA have 

provided some level of guidance related to crime reporting and takedown requests, what 

constitutes professional, appropriate, ethical practice is far from resolved. When it came to 

practices that embodied the value of equality, once again real-world practice and public 

expectations do not align; almost three-fourths of respondents agreed to some degree that if 

an organization removed one person’s arrest for marijuana possession, it should do the same 

for everyone else charged with the same crime. This is far from achievable unless technology 

is employed to “sunset” content, as previously discussed. Ad-hoc requests—meaning news 
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organizations acting upon only those cases in which they are requested to do so—inherently 

breed inequality in access to the desired digital redemption.  

Only slightly less strong than expectations concerning equality were respondents’ 

expectations concerning transparency—again, an expectation currently foreign in the 

American practice of journalism when it comes to unpublishing. Survey findings indicated 

high expectations that readers would be made aware if a news organization chose to 

unpublish news content, with just shy of 70% of respondents indicating some level of 

expectation. In fact, transparency could be demonstrated by news organizations in three 

primary ways. First, some news organizations will not publicly acknowledge that they 

unpublish by request at all, even though in practice they do just that. Second, news 

organizations might be transparent at the content level—this might be a message on a web 

page in which content was taken down. In fact, this level of transparency was recommended 

in the 2009 unpublishing industry report written by Kathy English, yet never took hold. 

Lastly, news organizations might be transparent when it comes to reporting on their 

unpublishing practices as a whole; this could resemble Google’s Transparency Report, 

available online, that reports out basic statistics related to the requests it receives related to 

the EU’s “right to be forgotten” law, including the number of requests received, the number 

approved, general categories of content links removed, and more. To date, the researcher 

knows of no newsroom willing to provide that level of transparency to the public when it 

comes to the unsettled phenomenon of unpublishing.  

The last two questions related to journalistic norms and values also found moderate 

support, yet much less so than those previously identified. When it came to autonomy, less 

than half of the sample agreed that news organizations should be able to decide on their own 
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to unpublish a person’s marijuana arrest report. This, combined with the support of potential 

legislation that would force news organizations to remove certain types of information and 

the preference for all news organizations to standardize their unpublishing practices 

undercuts any potential surge of autonomy journalists might hope to be granted by the public. 

Like the finding related to journalistic autonomy, just less than half of the sample 

expected news organizations to engage with the public to identify appropriate ways to 

address unpublishing requests. Expectations were moderate overall. At a time when most 

news organizations are strapped for resources, additional engagement with the public may 

seem out of reach. However, some news organizations have achieved at least some level of 

engagement through columns by editors or public editors asking readers to weigh in on 

recent unpublishing requests. Regardless of method, this expectation for connection with 

newsrooms may prove to be a timely opportunity to reconnect with audiences and rebuild 

community trust in their local news. 

Research Question Five 

The last research question is indicative of other findings from this survey in which 

definitive takeaways are made difficult. Findings like these typically represent (1) respondent 

attitudes that hug the average measure of the scale, with large percentages indicating no/a 

neutral opinion and (2) attitudes that almost evenly split among positive, negative, and 

neutral results. These data make any authoritative statements a challenge but do provide hints 

into potential pitfalls for newsrooms as they build unpublishing initiatives. 

The last research question asked if public opinion of a news organization was affected 

by the knowledge that it engaged in unpublishing news content. As reported, four 

reputational factors were measured: the organization’s credibility, trustworthiness, 
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professionalism, and its archive as a “trusted public record.” Averages for three out of the 

four reputational factors—credibility, trustworthiness, and trust in the archive as a public 

record—tended to lean just slightly negative, yet overall scores for the organization’s 

professionalism were conversely slightly positive. And attitudes were, in fact, generally 

evenly split among positive, negative, and neutral positions; the largest dispersion of 

opinions were related to trust in the news organization’s archive as a public record, which 

also indicated the least positive attitude changes overall. 

Even so, results concerning respondents’ attitude change toward a news archive as a 

trusted public record should give news organizations pause. Just more than 40% of the 

sample indicated some level of negative attitude change toward the news organization’s 

archive. This poses a rhetorical, and philosophical, challenge to newsrooms that cling to a 

“first draft of history” argument to deny requests to unpublish or otherwise alter their 

previously published content. These results generally support the notion that newsrooms 

cannot have it both ways. They also reinforce the logic that newsrooms will never please 

everyone with policy decisions regarding unpublishing. However, with enhanced 

transparency and engagement with audiences, they may be able to better educate the public 

and gain trust in whatever they determine to adopt as best practice. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: SUMMARY DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Taken together, this study provided the first substantial public opinion data as well as 

the first analysis of editorial policies about unpublishing and related news practices. It also 

explored the professional tenets news organizations embedded within their policy discourse 

to patrol the boundaries of their professional status. Collectively, findings indicate enough 

similarities—and differences—in the opinions of the public, the news policies of 

organizations, and the journalistic tenets expressed in those policies to consider unpublishing 

a timely opportunity to reconnect with audiences, strengthen community ties, and increase 

institutional trust.  

This chapter considers the findings from the empirical chapters in this dissertation 

(Chapters Five, Six, and Seven) collectively to propose that journalists develop and adopt 

unpublishing and related practices guided by a broader professional value of information 

custodianship. The discussion, then, answers the dissertation’s final research question (RQ6), 

which asked, based on the results of the survey and the policy analysis, what editorial 

practices and normative commitments related to unpublishing should newsrooms consider? 

Embracing a journalistic responsibility as information custodians would require that news 

organizations acknowledge their role in maintaining content previously published and still 

publicly available, as well as adopt practices to actively manage content throughout its 

lifecycle. This would include proactively identifying certain types of content as ephemeral as 

an ongoing element of contemporary news logic. These suggestions extend Karlsson’s (2012) 

concept of the liquidity of digital news by calling for journalists to not just acknowledge 
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continuous “tweaks” to content (p. 198), but actively manage it throughout its lifecycle, 

including its potential programmatic removal from public view if appropriate. They also 

speak to Lewis and Usher’s (2013) recommendations that a more “open-source” culture of 

news work requires a shift in perceptive of journalists’ traditional dissemination role, a 

reconception of the authoritativeness of “finished” content, more engagement with 

communities, and a greater commitment to transparency.  

As a factor of digital news work, then, incorporating this mindset into newsroom 

practices more broadly requires acknowledging, identifying, and actively managing the life 

cycle of information, incorporating new norms as appropriate into the journalistic 

professional paradigm. Information custodianship—from initial selection of what is news, to 

updating certain content as needed, to “sunsetting” content considered unnecessary to retain 

indefinitely—would address, in whole or in part, many of the issues that arose in the findings 

of this study. After discussing these proposed concepts more broadly, this chapter concludes 

with a set of 16 recommendations based on study findings that can support news 

organizations as they develop unpublishing practices from the perspective of information 

custodianship. 

In summary, this chapter focuses on the broadest takeaways from the study and uses 

them to propose a new professional paradigmatic value of information custodianship as 

described above. As part of information custodianship, one critical norm proposed here is 

that news organizations identify certain types of content as ephemeral and proactively 

manage it as such. An appropriate example of the benefits of ephemerality can be 

demonstrated using the example of minor crime reports. A newsroom that adopts the use of 

content ephemerality might identify minor crime reports, for example, as unnecessary to 



  240 

retain indefinitely, and therefore could proactively set that content to be de-indexed from 

search engines or removed from public-facing archives at a predetermined time in the future. 

This approach reduces issues related to equity and consistency by managing content types 

collectively; it is the value of the content type on its face that is determined to be appropriate 

to be removed from public access versus making individual determinations based on an 

individual’s personal argument for removal. Therefore, injecting a notion of content 

ephemerality into contemporary newsroom practices would address a multitude of issues 

discussed in the former empirical chapters (such as pitfalls related to equity) and better align 

with conceptions of news judgement based on content versus the personal pleas (and 

potential undue influence) of certain individuals. The issues identified through the study’s 

findings form the foundation for five proposed norms related to information custodianship 

and ephemerality within news practice described below. Then, using these concepts, 16 

specific recommendations for newsrooms are presented in the second and final section of this 

chapter.  

Information Custodianship: Five Proposed Norms for Digital News Work  

Collectively, the findings from this dissertation suggest an underlying emerging need 

for journalists to become active information custodians. Based on the analysis of 

unpublishing policies, related practices are unlikely to be standardized across the industry, 

even though most respondents of the public opinion survey expect that to be the case. What 

could be embraced more collectively across the profession, however, are practices that 

embrace information custodianship as a central value of digital news work, taking 

responsibility for updating information as necessary, and identifying certain types of content 

as ephemeral at the outset. Because news organizations placed such high priority on accuracy 
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in their policy statements, they would take responsibility for ensuring information that is 

retained indefinitely and available to the public—for example, proceedings related to major 

crime—is updated as necessary.  

Taking the findings in to consideration, embracing professional values related to 

information custodianship requires less of a divergence from traditional norms and values of 

journalism than it does a reprioritization. Most importantly, this dissertation suggests 

accountability to the public, demonstrated through acts of transparency, is the salve that 

mends the fracturing of standardized practices critical to the argument of journalism’s 

professional status. In short, news organizations must engage with external actors to gain 

input, explain, and justify new practices, whatever those practices may be. Put simply: 

transparency plants the seeds to trust.  

The five suggestions below propose new and evolved news practices that demonstrate 

a commitment to information custodianship and a proactive approach to managing content 

most likely to be at the center of unpublishing requests. 

Recalibrate News Judgment 

What might news work entail that values information custodianship? First, it would 

require scrutiny concerning traditional notions of newsworthiness and the judgments that 

drive its meaning. As evidenced in news policies within this study’s sample, some 

newsrooms acknowledged that print-era thinking was simply transferred into digital news 

work without question, creating problems for newsrooms and identified individuals alike. For 

example, the emerging restraints news organizations communicated related to the publication 

of arrest photographs is an indication that newsrooms realize the immediate news value pales 

in comparison to the damage created by its ongoing publication. Therefore, information 
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custodianship would dictate scrutiny pre-publication, and might guide newsrooms to decide 

not to publish in the first place. 

Underlying the issue of news judgment is the influence of sensationalism. Through 

the lens of information custodianship, entertaining yet personally embarrassing mishaps 

become even less appropriate to publicize. These tradeoffs will likely create debate within 

news organizations attempting to balance page views with editorial compassion. The digital 

age increases the importance of more firmly finding the balance. 

Reconceptualize Accuracy 

One of the largest takeaways from the public opinion survey and the analysis of news 

policies directly support the suggested focus on ongoing management of “liquid” information 

as well as the planned obsolescence of certain types of content. Findings disclosed a 

conceptual gap between the two groups’ expectations concerning factual accuracy. Survey 

respondents expected content to be accurate when they find it, even if it was published years 

ago. Conversely, news policies tended to conceptualize accuracy as either as the veracity of 

the information at the time of publication, or as the value driving their willingness to update 

information about a specific individual if notified by them. The news organizations’ 

conceptualizations of accuracy also seemed somewhat ironic, because such a prized 

journalistic value surely would not be respected solely when a request was made by a self-

interested party outside of the profession. Described this way, waiting to ensure the factual 

accuracy of news work until a possible time in which a unpublishing request arises speaks to 

a lack of responsibility concerning information management and its lifecycle unless someone 

cries foul. Declarations that harm, in fact, does occur—often, to entire races and cultures—by 

yesterday’s information combined with an unwillingness to address the potential harms more 
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comprehensively and equitably are not compatible with professional principles of 

accountability. A more proactive management of content may better achieve the policy 

discourse placing such a high value on the accuracy of its content as a measure of its 

professionalism. That leads us to the concept of information life cycles for news content: a 

proactive, uniform method of news judgment taking ephemerality into account. 

Identify the Life Cycle of Content Types 

Strategic emphasis on information life cycles would encourage news organizations to 

take responsibility for the information continuously accessible by the public as well as 

proactively plan for the intentional obsolescence of other content.  From this perspective, the 

immediate value of news is still important, but equally so is the ongoing value of the 

information to the public. Based on the news policy analysis, some organizations have 

already adopted the practice of “sunsetting” minor crime reports after a pre-defined period of 

time; they simply disappear, en mass, from search engine results. The proactive nature of this 

type of editorial obsolescence is thoughtful at the outset and does not rely on one individual 

reaching out to ask that their particular arrest report, for example, be delisted. This ensures 

these decisions are intentional organizational processes versus any one employee or 

committee’s impromptu decision as a case arises, which raises the level of equity of news 

practices. It also pressures news organizations to more fully embrace the technological tools 

at their disposal; sunsetting, for example, is not an unobtainable practice within the 

capabilities of most content management systems, and can reduce the need to dedicate 

resources reactively in reaction to requests being received. 

Considering the life cycle of information published by news organizations raises a 

host of issues, however, that may seem like a Pandora’s box at the outset. But just because 
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the concept is daunting it should not be discounted. For example, does informed consent ever 

expire—especially for minors identified in the news? How might ephemerality affect other 

uses of news content by historians or educators? The questions will be plentiful, but the 

proposed concept provides a baseline for further consideration and exploration. 

Abandon the “First Draft of History” 

If news organizations are going to embrace some level of unpublishing practice—

here, meaning the actual removal, delisting, or significant alteration of published 

information—they simply cannot in tandem fall back on outdated notions of journalism and 

its purpose. Taking the first draft of history literally, the question is undoubtedly that 

journalists, simply, are not. Even in a print era, yesterday’s information—decades’ worth, in 

some instances—is often lost due to any number of factors. But in a digital information 

ecosystem, the moniker seems somewhat trite.  

This is not to say that news organizations should abscond their responsibility to back 

up their own content and maintain a proper archive. This, too, demonstrates accountability 

and transparency. Yet to attempt to call it anything other than that organization’s archived 

content is simply not a digital-era reality. Instead, news organizations should be clear about 

what type of information is maintained (permanent), what is ephemeral (scheduled to be 

obscured or removed at some preset time), what is eligible to be updated as necessary, etc. 

This information better positions the public to evaluate the credibility and reliability of a 

news organization’s digital archive. 

Demonstrate Public Accountability 

Adopting the value of information custodianship into the production of digital news 

work requires a true commitment to accountability and tangible practices that demonstrate it. 
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Transparency about information life cycles, for example, is a healthy and tangible norm that 

in no way constrains the autonomy of the organization, yet demonstrates a level of 

accountability the findings of this study suggest the public expects. 

For those news organizations that unpublish, Google’s “Transparency Report” serves 

as a useful guide concerning what transparency in disclosure of practice might entail. The 

search engine’s regularly updated online report16 provides basic data concerning submitted 

requests to delist content under the EU’s RTBF, as well as how Google adjudicated those 

requests. News organizations that unpublish should maintain a similar report on their 

websites for audiences to reference, which increases transparency and accountability and 

allows for some level of external oversight (albeit, after the fact). 

In closing, this researcher, like many, would find more solace in a universal solution 

to the unpublishing dilemma and the havoc yesterday’s news can have on some individuals’ 

lives. Through this work, however, it is clear that unpublishing is anything but simple—

especially if we expect solutions to be found in any level of standard practices across an 

almost infinite landscape of those doing journalism today. Therefore, this study closes by 

suggesting that the best answer lies in an evolution of values—but not only those of 

journalists’. Their job only takes us so far. It also requires a societal shift toward active 

empathy for others and a commitment to base our judgement on who our neighbors are 

today. We can hope. 

 

 
16 Google’s Transparency Report provides ongoing transparency into the search engine’s 
response to the European data privacy law giving individuals the right to ask search engines 
to delist certain results based on searches using their name. See 
https://transparencyreport.google.com/eu-privacy/overview?hl=en.  
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Recommendations for News Organizations 

The following 16 recommendations are based on findings from a public opinion 

survey of 1,350 U.S. adults conducted in 2020 as well as an analysis of 62 editorial policy 

communications from 61 American news organizations. For simplicity, recommendations 

use the term “unpublishing” in its broader context to refer to the set of practices that might 

include actions such as de-indexing content from search engines, anonymizing names in past 

coverage, updating news articles, refraining from routinely publishing arrest photos, and 

others. Those specific practices are addressed. 

The following recommendations are not intended to dictate a specific policy direction 

or news practice, but instead offer journalism organizations a guide to help them produce 

comprehensive, effective news practices that align with their journalistic values. More 

specific tactics are suggested within these broader guidelines. In addition, a chart detailing 

the specific unpublishing practices the public survey identified as more or less acceptable are 

available in Figure 15 at the end of the chapter. These include the type of entity that can 

make a request, the type of (crime) content that might be unpublished, the justifications given 

by people making requests, and alternatives to full removal of information. 

Embrace the value of information custodianship as a part of contemporary news work. 

Before addressing the specific recommendations related to unpublishing practices, it 

should be acknowledged that the focus on unpublishing previously published content focuses 

on the wrong end of the publication cycle. Instead, the pressures to unpublish should prompt 

reconsideration of pre-publication practices—a trend, based on the policy analysis, some 

news organizations are beginning to embrace. This shift to a focus on the entire life cycle of 

content better considers issues of information permanence, searchability, ongoing accuracy, 
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and ephemerality as an ongoing characteristic of contemporary news work. News 

organizations can begin to embrace information custodianship and the use of planned 

ephemerality into news practices in five ways, many of which are addressed in more detail 

throughout this document: 

• Revisit pre-publication news practices, including value judgments about what is 

deemed newsworthy. This is especially important for routine publication of arrest 

photos and minor crime reports, sensational coverage, and publicity driven by a 

private individual’s actions potentially elicited by mental illness or other disability. 

For example, public opinion survey results indicated that respondents placed little 

news value on victimless crimes committed by minors, minor drug offenses, and 

bankruptcy. Additionally, strengthening training for reporters about informed consent 

in the digital era and scrutinizing policies related to identifying children can protect 

against the need to unpublish in the future. Reconsidering approaches to crime 

coverage, especially the publication of the identities of those charged with minor 

crimes, publishing arrests before official charges are filed, and publishing mugshots 

routinely were most commonly found in the policies analyzed.   

• Determine appropriate content lifecycles. Should all content be maintained 

indefinitely? Consider the ongoing value of information and implement practices that 

address access based on not the age of content, but the usefulness of information 

moving forward. 

• Manage life cycles through technology. This increases efficiency for newsrooms 

with limited resources, as well as better protects against ad-hoc decisions, 

inconsistency, and inequity. 
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• Provide a standard method for request submissions and to track requests 

through the adjudication process. These practices also increase efficiency and 

equity, and provide the information needed to scrutinize practices comprehensively 

for continuous improvement. In addition, it offers a tracking mechanism when 

archived content in multiple locations might conflict (with one of two CMS systems 

altered, for example). 

• Be transparent with audiences about what content is considered permanent and 

what content is considered ephemeral, providing a more accurate depiction of 

the organization’s news archive. Adopt official policies and share them with 

audiences. When content is altered or removed, make audiences aware. 

Questions of information custodianship are made even more salient by a key finding 

from the survey: an overwhelming majority expect news content—even on a minor crime 

from five years ago—to be updated with the latest information when they search for it. This 

seems untenable to most news organizations, yet the expectation exists. In addition, the 

majority of news policies analyzed emphasized the news organization’s commitment to 

accuracy, first and foremost. However, if content is only updated when a member of the 

public alerts the newsroom, this commitment seems fundamentally flawed. Therefore, 

newsrooms must consider the time-bound nature of accuracy as a factor in the lifecycle of 

information freely available online. 

Connect policy to editorial values and other guidelines 

Results of the public opinion survey indicate that respondents expected journalists to 

demonstrate the professional values of accuracy, transparency, standardization, and equality 

in their news policies. In tandem, most policies analyzed expressed similar values as driving 
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their news practices. The through-line between journalism values and editorial practices, 

however, was less clear. For example, transparency was a key value expressed by both 

groups, but there was virtually no information in the policies about how journalists might 

demonstrate transparency in practice. These deficits further emphasize the need for 

newsrooms to reject traditional rhetoric unless they are “walking the walk.” Better alignment 

among values and norms is key to rebuilding credibility and trust. 

Create official policies, and make them easy to find. 

Findings indicate that almost half of the communications from news organizations 

were not codified into official policies. Instead, these announcements or explanations about 

new practices were one of dozens of content items published on one particular day, obscured 

by tomorrow’s content unless someone knows to search for it. Unpublishing policies should 

be acknowledged as official organizational policy and prominently displayed through a news 

organization’s website along with other documentation (often, under an About Us, Ethics 

Policy, or other related sections). This provides the necessary access and ongoing exposure to 

better ensure transparency for external audiences. 

Easy access to editorial policy does not end with external audiences, however. The 

researcher’s engagement with industry leaders has indicated that often, internal stakeholders 

including most newsroom personnel, technology managers, advertising representatives and 

others are unaware of the organization’s policy and actions related to unpublishing. In fact, at 

times the reporter initially producing the content is unaware that the information has been 

altered. This is representative of a lack of transparency as well as can cause issues with the 

use of content as reference material in the future (addressed further below). 
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Ensure policy extends beyond text. 

Be careful to consider the range of content in policy development. Policies tend to 

center around text and arrest photographs, but the nature of contemporary news work 

includes virtually all mediums regardless of outlet type. Broadcasters, especially, have 

specific challenges related to altering content that should be considered. Ensure policies 

include guidelines for audio, video, graphics, non-crime-related photographs, and podcasts if 

applicable. 

Use clear terminology. 

It is unfortunate that the seemingly simplistic term unpublishing has become 

representative of so many news practices, as well as the phenomenon more generally. This 

makes precision in terminology even more important. Careful attention to policy titles, for 

example, can help focus on exactly what the news organization in question sanctions. A case 

in point is a news policy that sanctions delisting content from search engines but precludes 

unpublishing; naming the document a delisting policy, then, is the most accurate and clear. 

Unpublishing without additional context also makes the scope of action unclear. 

Unpublishing from where, or what? Will content be removed or otherwise altered only on a 

news website page? Typically, content is not altered in print PDFs available on a news 

organization’s website, for example, and if this information is searchable, it may not obscure 

the content in the way the requestor hopes. Similarly, content pushed through news apps or 

via social media are not typically assumed to be included when a news editor says they “took 

it down.” This is where clear communication with requestors becomes key.  

There are other pitfalls to avoid when it comes to terminology, however. The public 

does not recognize, and therefore cannot fully understand, the European Union’s General 
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Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which contains the ill-named “right to be forgotten” 

power to Google and other search engines consider removing identifying information, 

including links to news content. In no way does this right provide a method for forgetting; it 

simply obscures the content in a search engine based on searches that specifically include the 

individual’s legal name. These findings from the public opinion survey should suggest 

newsrooms find other titles for their policies, as well as other frames of reference in their 

communications about their editorial practices. Most importantly is the emphasis on 

obscurity—adding “static” to finding information online. Promising the public the 

information they want eliminated will be “forgotten” sets them up for disappointment and 

frustration with the news organization. 

Additionally, some terms like “privacy” inject legal confusion. Interestingly, the term 

privacy, while often invoked in social commentary about unpublishing, was virtually 

nonexistent in the policies analyzed. Privacy, especially, also injects moral and emotional 

perspectives into the process, likely muddying the already murky water. Similarly, invoking 

vague value judgments such as “newsworthiness” without further explication is troublesome. 

In fact, newsworthiness speaks to the front end of the news judgment cycle, or the decision to 

publish in the first place. Concerning information already published, the focus should be on 

ongoing information value. 

Also try to avoid moral judgments about the content in question. Characterizing all 

requests as concerning past “mistakes,” for example, is subjective and likely does not 

appropriate characterize all situations. Similarly, avoid language concerning “forgiveness.” 

One last note about the EU GDPR legislation should be emphasized, as it often is 

misconstrued in American discourse. Unpublishing—taking down original content on a news 
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website—is far more drastic than what is codified under EU law. Again, Article 15 of the 

GDPR allows for (1) individuals to request a search engine platform such as Google review, 

and (2) potentially remove, (3) links to content housed online (4) argued to be “inadequate, 

irrelevant, or no longer relevant” (4) if the search includes the individual’s name. The 

original content is not removed, nor is it barred from appearing in search engines based on 

other search terms. Therefore, any act of full content removal or other actions in excess of 

obscuring information goes well beyond the protections of EU legislation. 

Avoid piecemeal solutions. 

Policies that only address mugshot publications or unpublishing requests related to 

crime are undoubtedly insufficient to manage and adjudicate all unpublishing requests. 

Although these aspects of unpublishing are critical to address, they are myopic and will 

prompt a piecemeal approach to practices as new issues are identified and addressed. Some 

requests may be motivated by “source remorse” or any number of other factors; requests may 

be directed at the removal of wedding announcements, legal notices, advertisements, 

sponsored content, letters to the editor, and more. 

Address all stakeholders. 

Policies tended to only address requests from outside of the organization—and even 

then, typically by private members of the community. Some policies did go further to 

acknowledge how the news organization would address requests by public officials or those 

in positions of community trust, but generally missing were references to internal 

stakeholders such as publishers, boards of directors, or advertising representatives; external 

organizations such as corporations and associations; and current and former employees. The 

results of the public opinion survey show that respondents see unpublishing as a resource for 
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private individuals only—not for corporations or other collective entities. As unpublishing 

becomes more common, these specifics within policy will bolster defense against financial 

and political interests and are not forced to resort to ad-hoc decision-making. 

In addition, policies should address who internally will adjudicate requests. Previous 

recommendations have suggested that requests to unpublish be decided by a committee 

versus one individual, for example, and that should be communicated to external audiences. 

This guards against individual biases, builds accountability into the process, and extends the 

level of transparency internally and externally.  

 However, a caution is required here. Newsrooms should be careful to protect specific 

individuals, such as managing editors or station managers, as serving as the “face” of 

unpublishing. Conversations with news organizations have uncovered several instances in 

which news editors were harassed at work, followed home, or threatened with violence after 

denying a request. Consider the emotions that may come into play when requests are rejected 

and protect the safety of employees accordingly.  

Avoid empty rhetoric. 

Policies tended to fall back on empty rhetoric such as the organization’s commitment 

to preserving the “first draft of history.” Yet we know from contemporary research that 

almost no news organizations are actively archiving their digital news content. Therefore, 

news organizations can no longer afford to use this moral high ground to guard against 

pressures to unpublish. In fact, as a requestor, knowing that digital news content is not 

actively maintained would make it difficult to respond to a simple question: why refuse to 

unpublishing anything at all? 
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Be conscious of issues of equity and power. 

At every step of the process, issues of equity and power can affect unpublishing 

practices—especially those that are reactive (made only when a person makes a request or on 

an ad-hoc basis). Although survey questions did not overtly address equity and power, results 

do indicate that the American public embraces safeguards against influences that would 

exacerbate these issues. For example, respondent support for equitable treatment based on 

content (e.g., removing reports of minor marijuana arrests)—not only for an individual who 

specifically makes a direct request—suggests the public sees such practices as boosting 

fairness in the process. Turning to news organizations, the policy analysis indicates that 

outlets acknowledge the need to ensure practices are fair, consider issues of social justice, 

and attempt to minimize harm to those in the news, especially related to minor crimes. It 

logically follows that these issues should be kept top of mind in practices related to the 

manipulation of existing content. Ensuring that rhetoric is embedded in practice, therefore, 

becomes key. 

Newsrooms must consider how unpublishing practices might exacerbate inequities 

and the undue influence of power, including pressure from corporate executives (publisher, 

station director, board of directors), political actors, and others with social “clout.” Crime 

practices must consider racial bias within the social justice system and subsequently 

incorporated into news reporting. Also consider how policies might affect marginalized 

communities or those with less agency, especially in navigating the official avenues of the 

process. Issues of racism and classism can be combated even more directly by scrutinizing 

pre-publication reporting decisions, as they relate to what crimes warrant news coverage and 
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the newsroom’s commitment to following up as the case works its way through the legal 

system. 

More broadly, newsrooms are encouraged to revisit unpublishing policies to ferret out 

underlying assumptions that work against the stated goals. If social justice is a driving factor 

in a news organization’s initiative such as Boston Globe’s “Fresh Start, for example, does it 

have a responsibility to promote the opportunity to those who may not normally pay attention 

to the news outlet? Are policies, communicated through avenues outside of subscribers, 

especially in institutional systems in which they would be most helpful (for example, 

ensuring expungement clinics in the community or local court systems are aware of the 

policy)? These are the types of questions that can protect against disconnects between lofty 

rhetoric and the realities of digital news practice, and the negative effects those disconnects 

might breed. 

Ensure practices actually achieve the requestor’s objective. 

Requests to unpublish are fueled by the ease of access to information through search 

engines when a person’s name included in the search. The issue, then, is typically not the 

content remaining on the news website; instead, it is the easy access to the content enabled 

by search engines. Therefore, deindexing content achieves both parties’ goals: it inhibits easy 

access via search engines and preserves content on the news organization’s website. 

It should be noted, however, that findings from the public opinion survey indicated 

deindexing was the least supported alternative to unpublishing (although still supported by a 

majority). The most popular alternative to taking down content was to update it, which is best 

if the requestor is appeased by that approach. However, many requestors will not be and are 

instead looking for the obscurity deindexing provides. 



  256 

Previous recommendations have sometimes included the possibility of writing a new 

article, which when scrutinized only exacerbates the issue. First, this new content will be 

picked up by search engines, again working against many requestors’ hopes of obscuring the 

issue altogether. In addition, new content separated from the previously published 

information does not ensure that those searching online will find the new information first, or 

at all. The old content may still be consumed without the context of the update. Therefore, 

updates are best achieved by adding them to the original content and noting the updates for 

readers at the top of the page. 

Leverage technology whenever possible. 

An ad-hoc, as-issues-arise approach to unpublishing is a never-ending drain on 

resources and invites inconsistency, inefficiency, and user error. Advanced solutions using 

technology can address these issues by reducing the resources required, streamlining 

processes automatically, ensuring consistency of practices, and building equity into the 

process. 

Two suggestions concerning technology are most important. The first aligns with the 

broader suggestion to incorporate ephemerality into the news process. “Sunsetting” 

content—the proactive decision to remove or delist information after a certain period of 

time—is an effective way to exercise news judgment not based on an individual, but on a 

type of content more generally. If a news organization considers one person’s request to 

remove a five-year-old minor crime report, for example, why would it not do the same for 

others? This can be accomplished more wholistically through sunsetting processes, again 

ensuring more equity and establishing a process that can be better defended through 

discussions of news judgment. 
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The second suggestion related to technology is to streamline the request process. 

Some news organizations did provide requestors an online form to submit requests, which 

improves efficiency and better ensures the news organization receives the information it 

needs to adjudicate it. But an automatic process also captures this information in a way that it 

can be used internally for ongoing monitoring of requests and adjudication for continuous 

improvement, as well as for transparency in basic reporting (see next recommendation). 

Additional benefits of implementing technological solutions are on the horizon. The 

Cleveland Daily Banner, for example, has secured a Google News grant to try to develop an 

automatic feed to remove expunged criminal records from its archives. Until tools like this 

exist, however, leveraging even the simplest technological tools can make a difference. 

Tagging content appropriately, for example, would allow a news organization to identify all 

published mugshots or all reports about a particular type of minor crime. 

Be as transparent as possible. 

Transparency is critical when it comes to unpublishing practices, especially because 

they are inconsistent across news organizations—a fact that, based on public opinion data, 

makes audiences uncomfortable and goes against their expectations concerning industry 

standards. More than 80% of respondents felt news organizations needed to follow a set of 

standardized guidelines about what can and cannot be removed—almost half as many who 

said each news organization should be able to make its own decisions whether to grant an 

unpublishing request. The extreme divergence in philosophies, with some journalists 

considering takedowns anathema to professional news work and others considering it fully 

appropriate, drive the need to be clearer with audiences about a news organization’s position 

and newsroom policy. 



  258 

In addition to general transparency about an organization’s unpublishing policies, 

several other practices can boost transparency and foster credibility with the public. For 

example, policies did not address the “hole” potentially left behind when content is 

unpublished. If content is removed, what does the public find if they stumble on the page 

through a residual link on Google? A “dead link” that returns an error message, for example, 

is not sufficient, nor is redirecting the page to the news organization’s home page. News 

organizations are encouraged to build one web page, preferably with a standard message 

about content removal and a link to the organization’s unpublishing policy, to which any 

URL unpublished can be redirected. In addition, if content is updated or otherwise altered at 

the original location, that information should be noted in an editor’s note at the top of the 

page. Two-thirds of survey respondents, in fact, said it was important that news organizations 

make them aware of such changes. 

Transparency is also critical in communications to requestors to manage expectations 

(and it increases efficiency by reducing the number of back-and-forth via phone and email). 

As discussed here, ensuring that communications are clear about what exactly the newsroom 

will do is critical. If the information will be unpublished at the digital content’s URL but be 

retained in an online print PDF of a newspaper, for example, this should be relayed to ensure 

the requestor adjusts their expectations. In addition, be clear about timeframes for action; 

general guidelines about how often internal decisionmakers meet to adjudicate requests, how 

long it might take to disappear from search results, etc. 

Consider internal resources carefully. 

The resources to track down reduced charges for a crime three counties away and 

more than a decade old can be time consuming, yet news policies were often vague 
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concerning what responsibility the organization would assume. Not all information is easily 

acquired online and may take significant legwork to confirm the claims made by the person 

making the request. 

Therefore, it is critical for newsrooms to consider what resources are realistically 

available to manage requests when additional research is required. The time invested in one 

request can be significant. Although requiring requestors to provide all documentation 

required is preferred, how unsubstantiated claims in requests will be investigated must be 

considered. Questions of equity are embedded into these issues as well (computer access, 

internet savvy, language barriers, understanding of court processes, etc.). 

Guard against decisions based solely on the age of content. 

Public opinion data show that the public does not consider the age of content to be a 

driving factor regarding whether it should be unpublished. In fact, when presented with 

hypothetical requests to unpublish, a person’s claim that content is too old or no longer 

newsworthy garnered the least support (see Figure 16). This is why the notion of ongoing 

information value versus information age is a helpful guiding principle when considering 

requests. Justifications based on the content being “old” do not align with public 

expectations. 

Align practices with other social institutions as appropriate. 

Some news policies analyzed aligned their guidelines with external institutions such 

as the state court system. For example, several news organizations set their “sunset” deadline 

to mirror the timeframe in which the legal system purged old criminal records. Aligning 

practices in this way offer stronger defenses for the practice, could build coordination among 

institutions, and guards against arbitrary decision-making. 
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Whether newsrooms adopt exact parameters from other institutions is less important 

than considering them at all. For example, requests related to past wrongdoing and sanctions 

for individuals in credentialed professions may help guide considerations about their 

seriousness. If a lawyer has been disbarred, for example, that could signal more importance 

to retain news content for the benefit of the public. Looking to professional organizations to 

justify adjudication of requests also focuses on the “what” versus the “who,” potentially 

guarding against influence based on social status. Similarly, determining the veracity of 

claims of physical harm, such as stalking, are outside of the newsroom’s traditional purview. 

Referring individuals to law enforcement, then making determinations to unpublish based on 

whether a complaint is filed, for example, places some responsibility back on the institutions 

in which society grants authority to legitimize such claims. 

Be ready for what is next. 

No policy can consider every type of request a newsroom might receive, nor how it 

might respond to it. Even so, policies often were highly targeted to a certain type content or 

practice—for example, the publication of mugshots—versus addressing the broader need to 

address the accuracy and impact of available content available online. Approaching policies 

more broadly is the first step but staying abreast of social and cultural shifts is important as 

well to continually evaluate policy effectiveness. For example, news organizations have 

begun to contact the researcher concerning “dead naming” (personal communications with 

newsroom staff, 2022). These newsrooms are trying to wrestle with whether to change 

someone’s name or pronouns after a transition in gender identity. Other changes may arrive 

through new state or federal legislation. A recent example would be the decriminalization of 

marijuana, in which several states including Colorado, New York, and Illinois have wiped 
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hundreds of thousands of marijuana arrests from individual’s criminal records. This will 

likely increase the requests newsrooms could receive if the arrests were reported in the news 

and could quickly overwhelm internal resources.  

Figure 15 on the following page provides a snapshot of more specifics concerning the 

unpublishing practices respondents of the public opinion survey found more or less 

acceptable for newsrooms to follow. These data offer guidance for newsrooms, especially as 

it relates to setting certain thresholds concerning who is allowed to make a request, eligible 

types of content, prioritized justifications, and alternative solutions to unpublishing. 

  



  

Figure 15. 
Public Opinion: Which unpublishing practices are acceptable? 
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSION 

Summary  

This dissertation explored a relatively young phenomenon placing unique pressures 

on news workers’ daily practices and their ideology of the profession. Its analysis of 62 

policy documents from 61 organizations provides the first broad assessment of emerging 

news practices related to unpublishing. Results indicate a potential trend to acknowledge the 

needs of those outside of the profession over a strident refusal to alter “the public record,” 

most especially for private individuals in the news due to a minor crime. The policy analysis 

also provides insight into the justifications for these changes in practice and how news 

organizations are wrestling with the ideological conflicts they prompt. Interestingly, accuracy 

and accountability were expressed as driving values most often regardless of whether the 

news organization’s policy considered unpublishing to be within the boundaries of 

acceptable professional practice. The survey findings indicate that Americans hold high 

expectations of news organizations when it comes to unpublishing practices, even though 

respondents’ opinions of what constitutes acceptable practices more specifically were less 

definitive. 

Ultimately, the unpublishing phenomenon, by its nature and because findings indicate 

disparate practices in a profession legitimized by newsroom standards, presents an 

opportunity for journalists to redefine their notions of accountability to their communities. In 

addition, both American adults and news organizations place a high value on the accuracy of 

previously published news content, yet the groups’ temporal conceptions of accuracy must be 
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reconciled. Cumulatively, findings prompt a call for news organizations more actively 

acknowledge the life cycle of content and consider strategicially embracing the ephemerality 

of certain information—a proactive approach to information management—into modern-day 

news logic. 

Limitations  

Limitations are important to consider in any research study, and this dissertation is no 

exception. This section will outline eight key limitations of the research study, starting with 

the quantitative public opinion survey. 

Five limitations are important to consider regarding the public opinion survey, with 

the first important to clarify before additional studies draw upon the results. The lack of 

substantial previous research and tested survey measures specifically concerning 

unpublishing from which to draw upon in this survey instrument will naturally prompt 

questions about its validity and reliability. Although media approval and privacy-related 

questions, in addition to some others, were adapted, when possible, much of the survey 

contains new measures. This is one reason the researcher conducted the principal 

components analysis and subsequent scale reliability measures in hopes of identifying sets of 

questions that might be considered appropriate for use in future studies. In fact, in addition to 

the reliable media approval and personal privacy concern scales, several potential sets of 

measures from the survey were identified as reliable. These concerned public attitude change 

toward news organizations that unpublish, requestors considered “prominent and powerful,” 

the set of hypotheticals representing “protected news,” and two scales concerning more or 

less justifiable reasons to unpublish. These scales may be appropriate to test in future studies 

to further investigate their usefulness in survey research. 
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 The second limitation related to the survey concerns the population surveyed and 

potential extrapolation of findings to the greater American population. Online surveys have 

customarily not been considered representative of the entire population. The public opinion 

survey conducted here was managed by a reputable online research partner and the sample 

matched the percentages of four key demographics from the latest U.S. Census (age, race, 

gender, geographic region), but it still cannot be considered fully representative. Even so, the 

results are currently the most comprehensive conducted and published on the unpublishing 

topic. 

The third limitation concerning the survey was the complexity of the general topic 

and the ancillary concepts presented alongside it. Although the term unpublishing may 

conjure more simplified meanings, the topic’s catch-all terminology and the nature of its 

vague definition make it difficult to convey quickly and simply to those unfamiliar with the 

topic. Therefore, a definition of “unpublishing”—to date, the best we have to name the 

phenomenon—was provided to respondents. Another example of potentially unfamiliar 

language were questions pertaining to expungements of criminal convictions (here again, a 

definition was provided to respondents).  

Complexities also may have affected responses to questions containing slight yet 

important distinctions, especially factors that make unpublishing requests more or less 

appropriate in the eyes of news organizations. For example, one survey hypothetical might 

concern an individual identified for being arrested, and another concern a person who was 

officially charged. Did respondents grasp these important differences? Journalists certainly 

do, but to expect the public to naturally detect them may be an overreach. 
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The fourth limitation concerns the design of certain questions in the survey 

instrument that were problematic in hindsight. These questions—again, most often 

hypothetical unpublishing scenarios—included compound variables that make analysis of 

results more difficult to parse. For example, one question intended to measure support for 

various reasons people make unpublishing requests stated that the person had willingly 

contributed to an article concerning their health (illness), but in hindsight felt it was an 

invasion of privacy. Which contextual variable most influenced responses? The fact that the 

woman was a willing source? Or that the issue pertained to health information? Or did her 

privacy claim (a personal opinion versus a valid legal claim, as the information is already 

publicly known) sway respondents? Another example pertains to a question about a 

“victimless” crime committed by a minor; was the age of the perpetrator the decisive factor, 

or did the lack of harm to others take priority? Although these types of question are 

indicative of the multiple factors involved in any one unpublishing request, initial research on 

the topic should take care to ensure measures are more precise.  

Lastly, most of the unpublishing hypotheticals focused on some aspect of crime 

reporting. Although this is the most common type of unpublishing request, and not every 

scenario could be included, the scope of situations and motivations raise additional issues 

that should be considered moving forward. For example, the survey did not ask respondents 

if advertisers or former employees of the organization should be able to make an 

unpublishing request, nor did it address requests based on shifts in a person’s gender identity 

or sexual orientation. These are issues that have faced news organizations, however, and 

could use further exploration. 
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Turning to the mixed methods analysis of editorial policies, three limitations should 

be acknowledged. The first is that there is no comprehensive repository of all unpublishing 

guidelines from U.S. news organizations from which to draw a sample. Instead, the sample 

was one of convenience, collected through direct requests, internet searches, and publicity of 

the researcher’s related research initiatives. This precludes any type of generalization of 

results. 

The second limitation pertains to the coding of the sampled communications. All 

coding was conducted by the researcher, as the study was primarily considered qualitative 

and used emergent coding (although guided by trade association best practices and ethics 

codes). Subsequently, data collection did not benefit from quality checks through intercoder 

reliability. 

Relatedly, the researcher would have liked to draw from more diverse sources for 

initial coding guidance, such as journalism professional organizations like the National 

Association of Black Journalists (NABJ), the Asian American Journalists Association 

(AAJA), the National Association of Hispanic Journalists (NAHJ), or the Association of 

LGBTQ Journalists (NLGJA). The researcher was unable to locate specific guidance from 

these organizations related to the study topic. Although the emergent nature of coding 

allowed for inclusion of findings not constrained by the SPJ, RTDNA, and ONA guidelines, 

a more diverse perspective from which to begin and to understand how these groups might 

contextualize the potential challenges would be valuable. 

Contributions to Literature and Journalism Practice  

Even with its limitations, this study has made a significant contribution to the current 

knowledge and understanding of an emerging topic prescient for the public at large and 
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journalism professionals alike. It provides the first robust data set of public opinion 

pertaining to the issues of unpublishing. More prevalent public opinion research on American 

attitudes concerning the “right to be forgotten” is most closely aligned with this work, but the 

issues specific to content from news organizations and outside of any legalized framework 

make unpublishing more than distinctive enough to require its own exploration. Therefore, 

the public opinion survey portion of this study provides a solid foundation from which to 

continue building knowledge through academic endeavors and industry activities. 

Similarly, the analysis of specific editorial practices identified through the analysis of 

news organizations’ unpublishing policies provides the first collective account of practices 

being developed throughout the industry. Although not representative as discussed 

previously, the broader scope of this study does allow for consideration of potential trends, 

especially as they pertain to crime reporting practices. 

Lastly, the thematic analysis of value-based and normative themes in the news 

organizations’ communications add to existing literature about the role of discourse in setting 

boundaries around a profession, including the legitimization of new professional practices. 

Unpublishing’s pressure on the dynamics between the public and professional journalism 

organizations provides a ripe case from which to continue to explore these issues and deepen 

understanding of the ever-evolving nature of digital news work. 

Suggestions for Further Study  

 Unpublishing as it is currently conceptualized is new enough that it has not benefited 

from a lengthy research trajectory, but catching a topic at its outset offers virtually endless 

opportunities for future work. First, it should be emphasized that the broader challenges of 

unpublishing affect every level of the hierarchy of influences theoretical framework, and 
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studies could be situated within any one or more of those levels to delve more specifically 

into the influences and dynamics at play. For example, unpublishing at the request of 

corporate ownership or in response to pressure internally on behalf of advertisers would more 

specifically explore influences at the organizational level of journalism.  The opportunities 

are plentiful, both related and unrelated to the topics included in this dissertation. Figure 16 

presents a myriad of topics that might be explored, positioned within the hierarchy of 

influences framework. 

One obvious strain of research might focus on the philosophical and ethical 

foundations for unpublishing decision-making—a path begun by the likes of McNealy and 

Alexander (2019), Nah & Craft (2019), Zion and Craig, (2015), and Plaisance (2014). This 

researcher would suggest additional research not solely on ethical decision-making for 

adjudicating requests, but the specific ethical principles that could shape more practical 

demonstrations of accountability and transparency. More specifically, and because 

unpublishing is by nature a global issue, future research could help advance Held’s (2006) 

suggestion to build a universal framework for global journalism through the feminist theory 

of the ethics of care (see Hossain & Aucoin, 2018; Buzzanell, 2011; Blum, 1993), which 

posits moral reasoning based on empathy and the care of those most vulnerable in society. 

Another line of inquiry could consider unpublishing practices through the lens of news 

workers’ decision-making processes using Reflective Practitioner Theory (Schön, 1983), a 

theory advancing Dewey’s theory of inquiry. Research would focus not on the decisions 

news workers make regarding unpublishing challenges, but instead on how they reflect on 

past decisions and use that to build rigorous processes moving forward. More tactically, a 

line of research could advance understanding of not only the legitimization but 
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implementation of new editorial practices using the theory of normalization, like Duffy and 

Knight’s (2019) analysis of news organizations’ social media policies.  

More aligned with this study, future research could expand upon this initial work to 

collectively review news policies related to unpublishing, encouraging more news 

organizations to share their guidelines publicly. This work could easily translate into engaged 

research with professional journalism organizations as they monitor change within the 

practice of journalism and look to continuously update their recommendations.  

In addition, the researcher would like to conduct further research leveraging Mellado, 

Hellmueller, and Donsbach’s (2017) theory of journalistic role performance and the 

connections between ideology, or perceptions, and behavior. Through this theoretical lens, 

this dissertation’s research can be further extended to consider the discrepancies between 

journalists’ collective perceptions of their work and newsroom practices. This researcher 

supports more empirical study connecting these two factors of news work through direct 

engagement in newsrooms, potentially through ethnography. 

Closing  

In closing, the Washington Post’s slogan “Democracy dies in darkness” takes on new 

meaning through the lens of unpublishing. Does altering a news record, once considered 

relatively stable in the analog era, rise to the level of a democratic threat? This researcher 

would posit that the answer lies not within the content retained or lost, but in how journalists 

respond to the challenge. Journalists’ work, of course, is only one component of the larger 

societal challenges related to digital information and personal data available online, but it 

should not be overlooked in broader efforts to address the retention, use, and availability of 

digital information overall. 
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Figure 16. 
Potential Unpublishing Research Foci Situated Within the Hierarchy of Influences 
  

 

While it can be easy to dismiss the issue when focused on a single incident of 

unpublishing—some silly item in the news that seems benign to remove—that perspective 

lacks scrutiny concerning the subversive impact unpublishing could have, especially when 

conducted by entities with multiple allegiances, little oversight, nor strong lines of 

accountability. The darker side of unpublishing could lead to a world reminiscent of Ancient 

Rome’s scrubbing of information from the past for the benefit of those in power, further 
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degrading or altering society’s collective memories and exacerbating divides between those 

facing real obstacles from their moment of notoriety. But this researcher would argue that 

more likely than the “darkness” from the abyss of lost content is the threat of journalists 

keeping the public in the dark about their practices. In short, more important than an 

organization’s stance on unpublishing—whether anathema to the institution, or a reality of 

digital news work—is the relationship it builds with those external to the profession. 

Accountability and transparency are critical at such a precarious moment in American 

journalism, and in its democratic norms. The lack of trust that could befall a news 

organization suspected of manipulating archives or that is exposed for unscrupulous acts of 

unpublishing should weigh on journalism organizations as they reconsider what 

accountability looks like in practice. In short, transparency concerning news work, clarity in 

the values and norms guiding journalists, and greater accountability to their communities 

may be the light that keeps any darkness at bay. 
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APPENDIX A: SAMPLED NEWS POLICIES 

Organization Affiliation / Owner Policy/Statement  State 
Aquinasa University of Scranton 

(Jesuit) 
Unpublishing Policy PA 

Associated Pressg Member-owned Why We’re No Longer Naming 
Suspects in Minor Crime 
Stories 

NY 

Austin Daily 
Herald 

Boone Newspapers Our Opinion: Can the Paper 
Ever Unpublish a News Story? 

TX 

Bangor Daily 
News 

Bangor Publishing 
Company 

We’re Changing Our Policy on 
Old Crime Stories 

ME 

Boston Globe American Media, Inc. Fresh Start Initiative: Submit 
Your Appeal 

MA 

Bowling Green 
Daily Newsh 

The Gaines Family Article Removal KY 

Chicago Tribune Digital First Media / Alden 
Global Capital 

How the Chicago Tribune 
Handles Police Booking Photos 

IL 

Cleveland.comc / 
The Plain Dealer 

Advance Local Media How to Remove Your Name, 
Photo from Old Crime Stories 

OH 

College Heights 
Heralda 

Western Kentucky 
University 

Takedown Policy KY 

Conversatione The Conversation Trust Removing Comments, Profiles 
and Articles 

MA 

Courier and Daily 
Comet 

Gannett Our Opinion: Why We Stopped 
Running Mugshot Galleries 

N/A 

Craig Daily Press Colorado Mountain News 
Media / Swift 
Communications 

From the Editor: Changing the 
Status Quo on Crime 
Reporting, Introducing “Right to 
be Forgotten” 

CO 

Daily Iowana University of Iowa Take-down or “Un-Publish” 
Requests 

IO 

Daily Orangea Syracuse University Takedown Policy NY 
Davis Enterprise McNaughton Newspapers Policy on Unpublishing Stories CA 
Florida Today Gannett No More Mugshot Photo 

Galleries: Why Florida Today is 
Dropping Photos of People 
Arrested 

FL 

Galvaston County 
Daily News 

Southern Newspapers, 
Inc. 

Removing Content TX 

Gettysburgiana Gettysburg College From the Editor: A Change to 
How We’ll Handle the Crime 
Log 

PA 

Hill Reporter Meidas Media Network Corrections Policy / Removal of 
Content/Stories 

D.C. 

Holland Sentinel Gannett Unpublishing Requests CA 
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Organization Affiliation / Owner Policy/Statement  State 
Iowa Gazette Cedar Rapids Media 

Company 
Gazette Article Removal 
Request 

IO 

Journal Gazette & 
Charleston Times-
Courier 

Lee Enterprises Unpublish Requests IL 

KTVBb NBC / Tegna Inc. KTVB Will No Longer Use 
Mugshots in Certain Crime 
Stories – Here’s Why 

ID 

KWHIb, h Tom S. Whitehead, Inc. Mugshot Policy TX 
LA Timesh Patrick Soon-Shiong / 

Nant Capital 
Column: Some Newspapers 
Are Deleting Old Crime Stories 
to Give People Fresh Starts. Is 
That Wise? 

CA 

LebTownc, h Owner-operated Right to be Forgotten Policy PA 
Local 3 Newsb NBC / Sarkes Tarzian, Inc. Mugshot Policy TN 
Maneatera University of Missouri Requests to Revise / Remove 

Content 
MO 

Martha's Vineyard 
Timesh 

MV Times Corporation Offering a Fresh Start MA 

Mlivec* Advance Publications / 
Newhouse Family 

From the Editor: The Internet 
Never Forgets or Forgives, and 
That’s Why MLive Considers 
Requests to Remove Old 
Content 

MI 

Montgomery 
County Advertisere 

USA Today Network / 
Gannett  

Here’s Why the Advertiser No 
Longer Runs Arrest Mugshot 
Galleries, Videos 

AL 

New Haven 
Independentc, e, h 

Hearst Newspapers No Mugshot Exploitation Here: 
The New Haven Independent 
Aims to Respect the 
Reputations of Those Arrested 
in the Community it Covers 

CT 

Oraclea Henderson State 
University 

Oracle Policy: No More 
Mugshots 

AR 

Orange County 
Register 

Digital First Media / Alden 
Global Capital 

Corrections Policy /  
“Unpublishing” Stories 

CA 

Oregonian / 
OregonLive 

Advance Publications / 
Newhouse Family 

Fill Out This Form and We’ll 
Review Old News About Minor 
Crimes on OregonLive 

OR 

Patch** Patch Media Corporation / 
Hale Global 

How to Remove Your 
Information from Patch 

N/A 

Philadelphia 
Inquirer 

Lenfest Institute The Inquirer Will No Longer 
Use Mugshots. Here’s Why. 

PA 

Quada West Chester University Unpublishing Policy PA 
Roanoke Times Lee Enterprises Unpublishing Content VA 

  



  275 

Organization Affiliation / Owner Policy/Statement  State 
Sacramento Bee Chatham Asset 

Management 
Why The Sacramento Bee Will 
No Longer Publish Police 
“Mugshots,” with Limited 
Exceptions 

CA 

Salt Lake Tribunee The Salt Lake Tribune, Inc. Redaction Guidance UT 
San Diego Union 
Tribune 

Patrick Soon-Shiong / 
Nant Capital 

A Bad Precedent: Removing 
News Stories from Online 

CA 

Sentinela Kennesaw State University Online Content Policy / 
Unpublishing Content 

GA 

Shelton-Mason 
County Journal 

Shelton-Mason County 
Journal, Inc. 

Request Content Removal WA 

Sojournerse, f Sojourners Take-Down (Unpublish) 
Requests 

D.C. 

Southeast 
Missourian 

Rust Communications Delisting Policy MO 

Stars and Stripesd Defense Media Activity 
(DMA) / Department of 
Defense 

What is Your Policy on 
Unpublishing or Changing 
Stories and Photos from Your 
Newspaper or Website? 

D.C. 

Stutea Stevens Institute of 
Technology 

Take Down / Unpublish Policy NJ 

Tampa Bay Times Times Publishing 
Company / Poynter 
Institute for Media Studies 

Tampa Bay Times Drops 
Mugshot Galleries 

FL 

Techa Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology 

Unpublish Policy MA 

US News & World 
Reporti 

Mortimer Zuckerman Updates D.C. 

Vail Daily Colorado Mountain News 
Media / Swift 
Communications 

Peterson: The Right to Be 
Forgotten 

CO 

Washington Post Nash Holdings LLC / Jeff 
Bezos 

Take-Down (Unpublish) 
Requests 

D.C. 

Wichitana Midwestern State 
University 

Take-Down KS 

WKBW 7 
Eyewitness Newsb 

ABC / Scripps Company 7 Eyewitness News Announces 
New Policy Intended to 
Significantly Reduce Use of 
Mugshots 

NY 

WPCO Channel 9 
(1 of 2)b 

ABC / Scripps Company How WPCO Decides Whether 
to Remove Content from its 
Website 

OH 

WPCO Channel 9 
(2 of 2)b 

ABC / Scripps Company WPCO is Cutting Back on the 
Use of Mugshots with Crime 
Stories 

OH 
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Organization Affiliation / Owner Policy/Statement  State 
WPTV 
NewsChannel 5b 

NBC / Scripps Company Mugshot Policy FL 

WRALb NBC / Capital 
Broadcasting Company 

WRAL News Changing Policy 
on Arrest Photo Galleries 

NC 

WRTV 
Indianapolisb 

ABC / Scripps Company WRTV Suspect Identification 
and Mugshot Policy 

IN 

WTXL-TVb ABC / Scripps Company Why We Shut Down the 
“Mugshots” Page 

FL 

WXIA 11 Alive 
Newsb 

NBC / Tenga Media Mugshot and Suspect Names 
Policy 

GA 

Notes. N = 62. (a) University/student media organization, n = 12 (b) Broadcast organization, 
n = 11 (c) Digital only outlet, n = 4 (d) Military news organization, n = 1 (e) Nonprofit, n = 5 
(f) Religious, n = 1 (g) Not-for-profit cooperative, n = 1 (h) Independently owned, n = 6 (i) 
News magazine, n = 1. 
*Mlive is a news portal that draws from nine Michigan news sources: The Ann Arbor News, 
The Bay City Times, The Flint Journal, The Grand Rapids Press, Jackson Citizen Patriot, 
Kalamazoo Gazette, Muskegon Chronicle, Saginaw News, and Advance Newspapers. 
**Patch is a local news and information platform primarily owned by Hale Global. It operates 
approximately 1,250 hyperlocal news websites across the United States. 



   

APPENDIX B: EDITORIAL PRACTICES CODING GUIDE FOR RQ1 

 

Notes. The editorial practices identified above are summarized from the Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics, the Radio Television Digital News 
Association Guidelines for Covering Crime, and the Online News Association Ethical Fundamentals sections on Naming Criminal Suspects and Removing 
Material from Your Archives. This preestablished coding framework, along with emergent coding of additional practices found within the sample, guided data 
collection related to Research Question One.  
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APPENDIX C: PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISTIC TENETS CODING GUIDE FOR RQ2 

 

Notes. Statements from the Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics, the Radio Television Digital News Association Code of Ethics, and the Online 
News Association Ethical Fundamentals have been recategorized by primary journalistic norm inferred by the statement. These norms formed the a priori 
analysis coding framework for analyzing the policy sample to answer Research Question Two. Policy statements that mirrored/embodied purpose of a particular 
statement above were coded as representative of the associated professional norm. 
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

 
 
Thank you for taking this survey about two important topics related to the news media. Your 
responses are anonymous, and your participation is totally voluntary. More information 
about the survey and how the data will be used is below.  
    
Survey Sections   
Section I will ask you questions about online information and about removing information 
from a news organization's website and archives. Section II will focus on news coverage of 
environmental topics.       
 
About the Survey  
This survey is being conducted by Deborah Dwyer, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The study is part of a graduate student research project, and 
the data will be used in research papers for presentation and publication. If you have 
questions, please contact the primary researcher at unpublishing@unc.edu.    
    
Important: If you are taking this survey from a mobile device like an iPad or mobile phone, 
please turn it sideways (horizontal/landscape orientation). This will ensure that the 
presentation of questions is consistent and the survey is easier for you to complete. 
    
By clicking the button below to proceed to the survey, you are agreeing to participate. 
The survey will take about 20 minutes to complete. Thank you in advance for your input!   

o Proceed to the survey 

o Exit without taking survey  
 
 
To begin, please answer a few questions about yourself. 
 
What is your age? ________________ 
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With which gender do you identify? 

o Male  

o Female  

o Other or Prefer to self-describe  

o Prefer not to answer  
 
In which state do you currently live? 

▼ Alabama ... Wyoming 

 
What is the last year of schooling you have completed? 

o 1-11th grade  

o High school or GED  

o Some college  

o College  

o Graduate school  

o Technical School / Other certification  

o Other or Prefer not to answer  
 

Politically, which of the following do you consider yourself? 

o Very conservative  

o Somewhat conservative  

o Moderate  

o Somewhat liberal  

o Very liberal  

o Other or Prefer not to answer   
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What racial or ethnic group best describes you? 

o Asian  

o African American / Black (Non-Hispanic)  

o Hispanic / Latino / Spanish  

o Native American  

o White / Caucasian (Non-Hispanic)  

o Other or Prefer not to answer  
 
What is your total household income? 

o $0 -  $25,000  

o $25,000 to $50,000  

o $50,000 to $75,000  

o $75,000 to $100,000  

o $100,000 to $150,000  

o $150,000 to $250,000  

o More than $250,000  

o Prefer not to answer  
 
 
How many days a week do you seek out news coverage (print, TV, radio, or online)? 

▼ 0 days ... Every day 
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What is your primary way of keeping up with the news? You can select up to two. 

o Television  

o Newspaper - print  

o Newspaper - online  

o Radio  

o Online news outlet  

o Social media  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 
 
Section I will ask you about the availability of information on the internet and the act 
of removing information published in the past from a news organization's website. 
 
How would you answer this statement? 
Overall, the ability to learn about people's past by searching on the internet 
is  ______  for society. 

o Very negative  

o Somewhat negative  

o Neither positive nor negative  

o Somewhat positive  

o Very positive  
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To what extent do the following topics related to privacy concern or not concern you? 
 

 
Very 

unconcerned 
 1 

Somewhat 
unconcerned 

 2 

Neutral 
 3 

Somewhat 
concerned 

 4 

Very 
concerned 

 5 

Identity theft  o  o  o  o  o  
Someone stealing 
my banking, credit 
card, or other 
financial information  

o  o  o  o  o  
Someone finding 
information about 
my past on the 
internet  

o  o  o  o  o  
Someone accessing 
my medical history / 
health data  o  o  o  o  o  
Unwanted access to 
my social media 
content / online 
activity  

o  o  o  o  o  
Not being able to 
remove information 
about myself that 
can be found on the 
internet  

o  o  o  o  o  
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New laws are often proposed about how personal information is managed online.  
Indicate your level of support for each item below. 
 

 

Definitely 
would not 

support 
 1 

Probably 
would not 

support 
 2 

Neutral 
 3 

Probably 
would 
support 

 4 

Definitely 
would 
support 

 5 

A law that would give people 
more control over the 
information they share online  o  o  o  o  o  
A law that would give people 
more control over their 
information online that another 
person shared  

o  o  o  o  o  
A law that would require news 
organizations to remove certain 
types of information (such as 
old arrest reports) from their 
website archives  

o  o  o  o  o  
 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

Googling a person's name is 
a good way to learn about 
them.  o  o  o  o  o  
People's past actions are a 
good indication of their 
future behavior.  o  o  o  o  o  
Generally speaking, you 
can't be too careful when 
dealing with others.  o  o  o  o  o  
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Have you or someone you know ever contacted a news organization or another online 
information provider such as Google to ask that personal information be removed?  
Select all that apply. 

o Yes, I have  

o Yes, someone I know has  

o No  

o Not sure  

 
Are you familiar with the Right to be Forgotten legislation that was passed in the 
European Union? 

o Yes  

o No  

o Not sure  

 
The next set of questions will ask you specifically about online news. Online news refers to 
information that is produced by journalists at newspapers, television stations, radio stations, 
etc.  
 
There is a saying that “news is the first draft of history.” To what extent do agree or 
disagree with that statement? 

o Strongly disagree  

o Somewhat disagree  

o Neither agree nor disagree  

o Somewhat agree  

o Strongly agree  
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Below are a few more statements. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each one? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

Society benefits when 
news organizations 
provide a public record 
of crimes, arrests, and 
convictions.  

o  o  o  o  o  
Allowing people to ask a 
news organization to 
remove information 
published about them 
poses a threat to the 
public record.  

o  o  o  o  o  

I expect to have access 
to news regardless of 
how long ago it was 
published.  

o  o  o  o  o  
If I were identified in 
news online (in an 
article, photo, video, 
etc.), I should have the 
right to ask a news 
organization to remove 
it.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
The following questions describe several hypothetical scenarios about removing information 
from news websites.  
 
Imagine that a news report for each topic below was published five years ago. The reports are 
available on the news organization's website and can be found in Google search results. If 
the person involved in the article contacted the news organization today to ask that it be 
removed, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the news organization should 
consider deleting it? 
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Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

Minor drug offense  o  o  o  o  o  
Violent crime  o  o  o  o  o  
A crime for which the charges 
have since been dropped  o  o  o  o  o  
A crime for which the person 
has since been found innocent  o  o  o  o  o  
A victimless crime committed 
as a minor (younger than 18)  o  o  o  o  o  
Domestic violence (child 
abuse or spousal abuse)  o  o  o  o  o  
Prostitution or soliciting a 
prostitute  o  o  o  o  o  
Select somewhat agree for this 
item  o  o  o  o  o  
DUI (driving under the 
influence)  o  o  o  o  o  
Bankruptcy  o  o  o  o  o  
Professional 
wrongdoing/malpractice  o  o  o  o  o  
Indecent exposure  o  o  o  o  o  
Controversial political 
comments provided 
voluntarily for an article  o  o  o  o  o  
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Now consider the same news reports published five years ago. In this case, however, the 
news reports were written about a public official in your community.   
     
If the public official asked, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the news 
organization should consider deleting the information?   

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

Minor drug offense  o  o  o  o  o  
Violent crime  o  o  o  o  o  
A crime for which the 
charges have since been 
dropped  o  o  o  o  o  
A crime for which the 
person has since been 
found innocent  o  o  o  o  o  
A victimless crime 
committed as a minor 
(younger than 18)  o  o  o  o  o  
Domestic violence 
(child abuse or spousal 
abuse)  o  o  o  o  o  
Prostitution or soliciting 
a prostitute  o  o  o  o  o  
DUI (driving under the 
influence)  o  o  o  o  o  
Professional 
wrongdoing/malpractice  o  o  o  o  o  
Bankruptcy  o  o  o  o  o  
Indecent exposure  o  o  o  o  o  
Controversial political 
comments provided 
voluntarily for an article  o  o  o  o  o  
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Imagine that you are a new parent, and you are hiring a caregiver. You decide to search for 
information about your top candidates online. One of them was arrested for potential child 
abuse five years ago, and the local news organization published an article about it. 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with each statement below?  
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

I would expect to find the 
article about the arrest 
regardless of whether 
they were ultimately 
convicted of the crime  

o  o  o  o  o  
I would expect to find the 
article about the arrest 
regardless of how long 
ago the arrest occurred  

o  o  o  o  o  
If the charges were 
dismissed a few years after 
the article was written, I 
would expect it to be 
updated with the most 
current information.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Imagine that you were arrested for a minor crime five years ago and it was covered by a local 
news organization. Since then, the charges were reduced, and you pleaded guilty. Now, you 
are job hunting and are afraid potential employers will Google your name and find the 
information. You contact the news organization, but they refuse to remove the article.  
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree that the following compromises would be 
acceptable? 
 

 
Very 

unacceptable 
 1 

Somewhat 
unacceptable 

 2 

No 
opinion 

 3 

Somewhat 
acceptable 

 4 

Very 
acceptable 

 5 

Blocking the article 
from showing up in a 
Google search  o  o  o  o  o  
Updating the old 
article with the new 
information  o  o  o  o  o  
Writing a new article  o  o  o  o  o  
Adding a note from 
the editor at the top of 
the article  o  o  o  o  o  

 
A person in your community decides to run for political office for the first time this year. Ten 
years ago, they were arrested for a minor crime.  
Would you expect to be able to find a news report today that was written back then? 

o Yes  

o No  
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You are the editor of a news organization and have to decide whether to remove archived 
news when requests are made. The information in each case was accurate when it was 
reported.  
To what extent do you agree or disagree that you might remove the information?  
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

A news article in which the 
person consented to be 
interviewed but now is 
embarrassed by what they 
said  

o  o  o  o  o  
An article about a person’s 
illness that they now think is 
an invasion of privacy  o  o  o  o  o  
A person who says they are 
being stalked because their 
name and photo were 
published with a story about a 
community event  

o  o  o  o  o  
A person who doesn't want 
the publicity for being a 
"hero" after rescuing a 
drowning child  

o  o  o  o  o  
An obituary that includes 
information the person's 
family feels is unflattering  o  o  o  o  o  
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To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

News organizations should 
ask for input from the 
public about how to address 
requests to remove news that 
has been published online.  

o  o  o  o  o  
All news organizations should 
follow a set of standard 
guidelines about what 
information can and cannot be 
removed from their archives.  

o  o  o  o  o  
If news organizations choose 
to grant requests  to remove 
content, it is important that 
they make readers aware.  

o  o  o  o  o  
Each news organization 
should be able to make its 
own independent decision 
whether to grant someone’s 
request to remove a news 
report.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Below are a few more situations. As the news editor, to what extent do you agree or 
disagree that you might remove the content in each case from your website? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

A person who claims they 
are suicidal because of a 
news article published 
about them in the past  

o  o  o  o  o  
A person who claims the 
information is too old and 
no longer newsworthy  o  o  o  o  o  
A person who says the 
article is damaging their 
reputation  o  o  o  o  o  
A person who says the 
news article is hurting their 
chances of finding a job  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 



 294 

News organizations could set rules about information they might consider removing based on 
who is asking. To what extent do you agree or disagree that requests from the following 
groups might be okay? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

Someone on behalf of a child  o  o  o  o  o  
Private individuals  o  o  o  o  o  
Public officials / Local leaders  o  o  o  o  o  
Celebrities  o  o  o  o  o  
Companies / Corporations  o  o  o  o  o  
Community groups / 
Nonprofits  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 
These questions deal with news reports about crimes that have been "expunged." 
 
Expungement is a court-ordered process in which the legal record of an arrest or a 
criminal conviction is "sealed" or erased in the eyes of the law. The information is no 
longer accessible to the general public, employers, or educational institutions. 
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Consider a news report that was published a few years ago about a person convicted of a 
crime. Recently, the conviction was expunged. 
 
If the person asks, to what extent do you agree or disagree that the news organization 
should delete the article? 

o Strongly disagree  

o Somewhat disagree  

o Neither agree nor disagree  

o Somewhat agree  

o Strongly agree  
 
Some states have decided to expunge minor marijuana arrests from the legal record. Some of 
these arrests were likely reported in the local news. To what extent to you agree or 
disagree with the following statements?   
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

News organizations should 
be able to decide on their 
own whether or not to 
remove arrest reports for 
cases that have been 
expunged  

o  o  o  o  o  

News organizations should 
not remove arrest reports for 
cases that have been 
expunged unless legally 
required to do so.  

o  o  o  o  o  
If a news organization 
removes one person's arrest 
report, the same should be 
done for all of the other 
people whose cases were 
expunged for the same crime.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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The remaining questions in Section I will ask you about your opinions of the news media. 
 
How important is it for journalists to serve as “watchdogs” over the government and 
keep an eye on elected leaders? 

o Not at all important  

o Unimportant  

o Neither / Neutral  

o Important  

o Very important  
 
How are journalists performing in their watchdog role? 

o Terrible  

o Poor  

o Average  

o Good  

o Excellent  
 
Consider the role journalists play in the community.  
What is your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements? 
 

 
Strongly 
disagree 

 1 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 2 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

 3 

Somewhat 
agree 

 4 

Strongly 
agree 

 5 

It is important for 
journalists to be involved 
in the community.  o  o  o  o  o  
It is important for 
journalists to maintain 
distance from the 
community.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Journalists often have to make hard choices about the news they report.  
When situations force them to choose between the two items below, which should be 
prioritized? 

o Protecting the public's right to know  

o Minimizing harm to the individuals involved  
 
 
If you knew that a news organization had removed information from its archives in 
response to requests from the public, how would you feel about: 
 

 
Extremely 
negative 

 1 

Somewhat 
negative 

 2 

Neither 
positive nor 

negative 
 3 

Somewhat 
positive 

 4 

Extremely 
positive 

 5 

The organization's credibility  o  o  o  o  o  
The organization's 
trustworthiness  o  o  o  o  o  
The organization's 
professionalism  o  o  o  o  o  
The organization's news 
archive as a trusted public 
record  o  o  o  o  o  
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Overall, how much do you think you can trust the news media to: 
 

 Not at all 
 1 

A little 
 2 

A moderate 
amount 

 3 

A lot 
 4 

A great 
deal 
 5 

Get things right  o  o  o  o  o  
Provide an accurate public 
record  o  o  o  o  o  
Be responsive to citizens  o  o  o  o  o  
Act in the public's best interest  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 
How would you answer this statement? 
 
Overall, the media have  _________  ethical standards. 

o Extremely low  

o Low  

o Average  

o Somewhat high  

o Extremely high  
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APPENDIX E: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
RESEARCH STUDY APPROVAL 

 

 

OFFICE OF HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS 
720 Martin Luther King, Jr. Blvd.
Bldg. 385, 2nd Floor 
CB #7097
Chapel Hill, NC 27599-7097 
(919) 966-3113
Web site: ohre.unc.edu
Federalwide Assurance (FWA) #4801  

    
To: Deborah Dwyer and Daniel Riffe
School of Media and Journalism

From: Office of Human Research Ethics

Date: 2/19/2020 
RE: Notice of IRB Exemption
Exemption Category: 2.Survey, interview, public observation 
Study #: 20-0201

Study Title: UNPUBLISHING THE NEWS: PUBLIC AND INDUSTRY PERSPECTIVES ON
THE LONG TAIL OF PUBLISHING, JOURNALISTIC ACCOUNTABILITY, AND THE
PROFESSION'S AUTHORITY AS "THE FIRST DRAFT OF HISTORY" (see also IRB 20-0210)

This submission, Reference ID 273462, has been reviewed by the Office of Human Research Ethics
and was determined to be exempt from further review according to the regulatory category cited
above under 45 CFR 46.104. 

Study Description: 

Public opinion survey regarding "unpublishing" -- requests by the public to delete, or otherwise
conceal, news content from the past that can rematerialize in seconds via a Google search. The
prevalence of requests has risen significantly as the Internet has matured and more information
about previously private individuals is archived online. This is the first scientific study to measure
public opinion on the topic.

Participants:

1. PILOT STUDY: 160 UNC Hussman School of Journalism research pool. (See attached
information). 

2. PUBLIC STUDY: 800 individuals ages 18 and older through Qualtrics survey panel services.

Procedures (methods): Online survey designed by the researcher using the Qualtrics survey
platform. The survey will first be deployed to 160 UNC Hussman School of Journalism and Media
students to pilot test the instrument.

Subsequently, responses from 800 American adults will be collected through the survey panel
services offered by the web-based survey provider Qualtrics (see Qualtrics IRB document attached).
The sample will be representative of the most recent U.S. census data based on four specified
demographics: age (18 and older), gender, race, and geographic region of the country. Respondents
are 100% anonymous to the researcher; no data will be collected or provided by Qualtrics that would
identify any participant. Potential participants have already opted in to participate in the survey
panel, but they will be asked to proactively acknowledge informed consent before proceeding to the

page 1 of 2 



 

   

APPENDIX F 

Table 4.1 
Rotated Structure for Principal Components Analysis  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Protected News Latent Construct        

Domestic violence_Public Official .783       
Violent crime_ Public Official .765       
Domestic violence_Private Individual .760       
Professional wrongdoing/malpractice_ Public Official .755       
Indecent exposure_ Public Official .749       
Indecent exposure_Private Individual .738       
Professional wrongdoing/malpractice_Private .727       
Violent crime_Private Individual .724       
DUI _ Public Official .698       
Prostitution/soliciting_ Public Official .668       
DUI_Private Individual .646       
Prostitution/soliciting_Private Individual .588       

Media Approval        
Trust media to act in the public's best interest  .873      
Trust media to provide an accurate public record  .871      
Trust media to get things right  .866      
Trust media to be responsive to citizens  .836      
Overall, the media have  _________  ethical standards.  .808      

Personal Online Privacy Concerns        
Someone accessing my medical history / health data   .797     
Not being able to remove information about myself that can be found on the 
internet 

  .780     

Someone stealing my banking, credit card, or other financial information   .765     
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Unwanted access to my social media content / online activity   .760     
Identity theft   .733     
Someone finding information about my past on the internet   .674     

Entity Making Unpublishing Request         
Companies / Corporations    .885    
Community Groups / Nonprofits    .885    
Public Officials / Local Leaders    .790    
Celebrities    .732    
Individuals    .401    

Attitude Change        
Professionalism     .862   
Trustworthiness     .855   
Credibility     .831   
Trusted Public Record     .788   

Justification for Unpublishing: Less Compelling        
Hurting job search      .714  
Damaging to reputation      .707  
Claims too old / no longer newsworthy      .638  
Threats of suicide      .585  
Consented to interview, now embarrassed      .489  

Justification for Unpublishing: More Compelling        
"Hero" rescued child and wants to avoid the publicity       .739 
Consented to be interviewed about illness but now considers it an invasion of 
privacy 

      .665 

Family says loved one’s obituary is unflattering       .647 
Person claims they are being stalked       .646 
Requests made on behalf of children       .402 

301 



 

   

Notes. Rotation method: Varimax. KMO = .914, df = 820, p < .001. See Chapter Four for full details on the PCA, latent constructs, 
and survey measures. See Figure 5 for the PCA scree plot. 
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APPENDIX G 

Table 5.1 
Policy Communication Type and Content Scope by News Organization 

Organization Communication Type Policy Scope 
 Formal 

Policy 
Document 

News 
Article / 
Editorial 

Othera Public 
Requests 

Pre-
Publication 
Practices 

Aquinas x   x  
Associated Press  x   xb 
Austin Daily Herald  x  x  
Bangor Daily News  x  x  
Boston Globe   x x  
Bowling Green Daily News x   x  
Chicago Tribune x   x xb 
Cleveland.com /  
The Plain Dealer 

 x  x x 

College Heights Herald x   x  
Conversation x   x  
Courier and Daily Comet  x   xb, c 
Craig Daily Press  x  x  
Daily Iowan x   x  
Daily Orange x   x  
Davis Enterprise x   x  
Florida Today  x   xb, c 
Galveston County Daily News x   x  
Gettysburgian  x  x x 
Hill Reporter x   x  
Holland Sentinel x   x  
Iowa Gazette   x x  
Journal Gazette & 
Charleston Times-Courier 

x   x x 

KTVB News Channel 7  x   xb 
KWHI x    xb 
LA Times   x x  
LebTown x   x x 
Local 3 News x   x xb 
Maneater x   x  
Martha's Vineyard Times  x  x x 
Mlive  x  x  
Montgomery County 
Advertiser 

 x  x xb, c 

New Haven Independent  x   xb 
Oracle  x   xb 
Orange County Register x   x  
Oregonian / OregonLive  x  x  
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Organization Document Type Policy Parameters 
 Formal 

Policy 
Document 

News 
Article / 
Editorial 

Othera Public 
Requests 

Pre-
Publication 
Practices 

Patch x   x  
Philadelphia Inquirer  x   xb 
Quad x   x  
Roanoke Times x   x  
Sacramento Bee  x   xb 
Salt Lake Tribune  x  x xb 
San Diego Union Tribune  x  x  
Sentinel x   x  
Shelton-Mason County 
Journal 

x   x  

Sojourners x   x  
Southeast Missourian x   x x 
Stars and Stripes   x x  
Stute x   x  
Tampa Bay Times  x   xb, c 
Tech x   x  
US News & World Report x     
Vail Daily  x  x x 
Washington Post x   x  
WPCO Channel 9 (1 of 2)   x  x  
WPCO Channel 9 (2 of 2)  x   xb 
Wichitan x   x  
WKBW 7 Eyewitness News  x  x xb 
WPTV NewsChannel 5  x  x xb 
WRAL  x   xb, c 
WRTV Indianapolis x    xb 
WTXL-TV  x   xb, c 
WXIA 11 Alive News x    xb 
Total 31 27 4 46 28 
% of Total Sample 50% 43% 6% 74% 45% 
Notes. N = 62. This table does not address the topics covered under each organizations’ policy. Some 
policies are strictly targeted to mugshots or a limited scope of crime types, for example, while others 
include a wider variety of potential unpublishing scenarios.  Similarly, an organization noted here to 
contain information on content removal will vary in scope; removal may pertain to unpublishing 
requests, or it could be limited to information subsequently found to be false, for example. (a) Other 
document type includes introductions from request forms and frequently asked questions documents. 
(b) Policy focused solely on mugshot publication/suspect identification. (c) Communication 
addressed dismantling of mugshot gallery. 



 

   

APPENDIX H 

Table 5.2  
Sanctioned Editorial Practices by News Organization  

Organization Actions Taken Exclusions or Added Scrutiny 
 Remove Update Deindex Anonymize Sunset New 

article 
Public 

Figuresa 
Certain 
Crimes 

Source 
Remorse 

Companies 

Aquinas  x         
Associated Pressb    x       
Austin Daily Herald xc x    x   x  
Bangor Daily News   x    x x  x 
Boston Globe  x x    x    
Bowling Green Daily 
News 

 x         

Chicago Tribuneb x      x    
Cleveland.com / The 
Plain Dealer 

x   x   x x   

College Heights Herald  x         
Conversation xc        x  
Courier and Daily 
Cometb 

       x   

Craig Daily Press x   xe   x x   
Daily Iowan  x         
Daily Orange x   x       
Davis Enterprise x x         
Florida Todayb  x         
Galveston County Daily 
News 

 x         

Gettysburgianb   x  x      
Hill Reporter xc x         
Holland Sentinel  x    x     
Iowa Gazette x      x x   
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Organization 

 
Actions Taken 

 
Exclusions or Added Scrutiny 

 Remove  Update Deindex Anonymize Sunset New 
article 

Public 
Figuresa 

Types 
of 
Crime 

Source 
Remorse 

Companies 

Journal Gazette & 
Charleston Times-
Courier 

xc x  x  x x x   

KTVB News Channel 7b       x x   
KWHI           
LA Times           
LebTown    xe       
Local 3 News x   x    x   
Maneater  x         
Martha's Vineyard 
Times 

 x x    x x   

Mlive x          
Montgomery County 
Advertiser 

       x   

New Haven 
Independent 

   x   x    

Oracleb       x    
Orange County 
Register 

x x x        

Oregonian / OregonLive x x x    x x  x 
Patch x x x        
Philadelphia Inquirerb       x x   
Quad  x         
Roanoke Times xc          
Sacramento Beeb       x x   
Salt Lake Tribune x   x   x    
San Diego Union Trib xc x         
Sentinel           
Shelton-Mason County 
Journal 

       x x  
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Organization 

 
Actions Taken 

 
Exclusions or Added Scrutiny 

 Remove  Update Deindex Anonymize Sunset New 
article 

Public 
Figuresa 

Types 
of 
Crime 

Source 
Remorse 

Companies 

Sojourners xc x         
Southeast Missourian   x  x   x   
Stars and Stripes xc x       x  
Stute           
Tampa Bay Timesb        x   
Tech  x    x     
US News & World 
Report* 

x x x        

Vail Daily xd   x   x x   
Washington Post xc x         
WPCO Channel 9 (1/2)  x x    x     
WPCO Channel 9 (2/2)           
Wichitan           
WKBW 7 Eyewitness 
News 

x x     x x   

WPTV NewsChannel 5 xe    x  x x   
WRAb           
WRTV Indianapolisb    x   x    
WTXL-TVb           
WXIA 11 Alive Newsb       x x   
Total 26 26 9 11 3 13 20 20 4 2 
% of Total 41.9 41.9 14.5 17.7 4.8 21.0 32.2 32.2 6.4 3.2 

Notes. N = 62. This table does not address the topics covered under each organizations’ policy. Some policies are strictly targeted to 
mugshots or a limited scope of crime types, for example, while others include a wider variety of potential unpublishing scenarios. 
Similarly, an organization noted here to contain information on content removal will vary in scope; removal may pertain to 
unpublishing requests or it could be limited to information subsequently found to be false, for example. (a) Category includes policies 
that denote public figures (not reflective of the legal definition) and/or others of public notoriety including celebrities and public 
officials, as well as those who hold a position of public trust (e.g. police officers, teachers). (b)Organization’s policy is limited to a 
single or limited set of pre-publication newsroom practices versus addressing how to handle external requests to alter or remove 
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content. These include policies that only address limiting or eliminating mugshots publication with crime reports, ceasing publication 
of online mugshot galleries or police blotters, and identifying individuals by name in minor crime reports. (c) Policy notes that full 
removal is extremely rare. “Extremely Rare” is denoted here as limited by policy to any of the following: discovery that the 
information is verifiably false, a legal mandate (cases of libel/defamation or copyright), or a threat of serious physical harm. 
(d) Expungements only (e) Removal of mugshots only 
*US News and World Report redirects old stories to new ones in some cases. 
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APPENDIX I 

Table 5.4 
Pre-Publication Editorial Practices Identified in News Policies 
Topic Policies Identified  Exceptions Noted 
Mugshots Automatic Publication “Mugshot Galleries” 

Cease publication of automatic feeds from law enforcement agencies 
that provide unfiltered arrest photos of those arrested regardless of 
whether they are later convicted, acquitted, cases are dismissed, etc. 

 

 

 

 Editorial Use 
No use without associated editorial content 
Limit or eliminate use for less serious crimes and of private individuals 
Attempt to take original photograph of accused rather than rely on 
mugshot 
Eliminate publication and stories driven by particularly embarrassing 
mugshot 

 
Public figures, elected officials, positions of public 
trust 
Immediate public safety threats (active manhunts, 
requests for help by police, search for additional 
victims) 
Murder, rape, molestation 
Repeat felony offenders 
Law enforcement officers charged with felonies 
Cases that will be followed through the justice 
system through adjudication 
Broad, regional, or national notoriety 
Publication at time of conviction 
Publication post-conviction 
If no other appropriate image is available 
“Sufficiently newsworthy” or “high news value” 
Those that agree to be interviewed/photograph used 
If publication helps differentiate people with a 
common name 
Enterprise or follow-up coverage 
Suspected serial killers 
Those suspected of hate crimes 
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Topic Policies Identified  Exceptions Noted 
   

Identification No naming people accused of minor crimes / misdemeanors 

No naming vulnerable groups (juveniles, sexual assault survivors, 
witnesses to crime) 

Withholding names until formal charges filed 

Withholding names from police department media releases 

Only identifying those whose cases will be followed through to 
disposition in court 

Public figures, elected officials, positions of public 
trust 

Cases that will be followed through the justice 
system through adjudication 

Those who agree to be interviewed/quoted directly 

 

Routine 
crime 
reports and 
logs 

Discontinue publication of bulk arrest logs 

“Sunsetting” 

Automatic delisting through one or more search engines (Google, 
Yahoo, Bing, etc.) after a predetermined period of time (policies ranged 
from three to six years) 

Automatic Block from Search Engines 

Ongoing block from search engines for crime/court reports 
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APPENDIX J 

Table 5.5 
Post-Publication Editorial Practices Identified in News Policies 
Practice Content / Context Exceptions 
Remove Crime-Related 

Wrongly accused 
Found not guilty 
Arrested but not convicted 
Expunged or sealed convictions 
Charges vacated (not guilty after serving probation) 
Misdemeanors (ranged from all to only those at least 5 years old) 
Felonies at least 10 years old 
Priority given to crimes more than a year old 
“Victimless” crimes 
Completion of jail time 
Upon graduation from university 
Related social media content 
 
 
Non-Crime Related 
Potentially embarrassing, noncriminal behavior 
Risks to mental or physical safety 
Individuals in photos not named in editorial 
Misidentification that damages reputation 
 
 
Other 
False or grossly misleading information, copyright violations, libel, plagiarized 
material, content otherwise gathered unethically, other legal mandates 
 

Nothing truthful 
Public figures, elected 
officials, positions of public 
trust (doctors, 
schoolteachers, police 
officers) 
Celebrities 
Serious, felony, or violent 
crimes (murder, armed 
robbery, sexual assault, 
major drug offenses, crimes 
against children) 
Repeat offenders 
Age of offender 
Contingent upon background 
check 
No one convicted of the 
crime 
Requests due to 
embarrassment 
Requests from reputation 
management or law firms 
 
 
 

   
Delist Misdemeanors (over five years old) 

Felonies (over 10 years old) 
Expungement or sealed record 
Found not guilty, charges dropped, case dismissed, not prosecuted 
Staff written crime articles at least six years old 

Felonies 
Public figures 
Serious or violent crimes 
Crimes against children 
Time limitations (e.g. over 5 
years old) 
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Update / 
Addendums 

Criminal charges dropped or dismissed 
Charges reduced or otherwise changed 
Acquittals 
 
Redirect URL to other content 

 

Correction Disputed quotes from sources 
Factual inaccuracies 

 

New Story or 
Republication 
with New 
Information 

Criminal charges dropped 
Charges reduced or otherwise changed 
Acquittals 

 

Anonymization Expunged non-violent convictions 
 

Public figures, elected 
officials, positions of public 
trust 
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APPENDIX K 

Table 7.1 
Survey Respondent Demographics (N=1,350) 
Variable   M SD 
Agea   45.78 17.37 
Incomeb   3.44 1.94 
Educationc   3.74 1.23 
Political Ideologyd   3.22 1.33 
News Seeking (0-7 days scoring)e 5.48   2.15 
  N %  
US Regionf     

South  500 37.00  
Midwest  296 21.90  
West  311 23.00  
Northeast  243 18.00  

Gender     
Male  651 48.22  
Female  690 51.11  
Other/Prefer not to say  9 0.67  

Race     
 Caucasian  835 61.85  
 Hispanic, Latino, Spanish  230 17.04  
 African American  176 13.04  
 Asian  68 5.04  
 Native American  14 1.04  
 Other  27 2.00  
Primary News Mediumg     
Television  900 66.7  
Social media  430 31.9  
Online news outlet  409 30.3  
Newspaper - online  240 17.8  
Newspaper - in print  130 9.6  
Radio  115 8.5  
None/Don’t keep up with news  34 2.5  
Other  19 1.4  

Notes. Survey sample was constructed to mirror latest U.S. Census results based on four 
indicators: age, race, gender, and geographic region. (a) Sample included U.S. adults at least 
18 years of age. (b) Income was measured using a quasi-ordinal scale of $25,000 increments 
(1 = less than $25,000, 2 = $25,000-$50,000, 3 = $50,000-$75,000, etc.) up to $100,000, and 
then the increments increased where 5 = $100,000-$150,000, 6 = $150,000 to $250,000 and 7 
= more than $250,000). (c) Education was measured using a five-point ordinal scale (1 = less 
than high school graduate; 2 = high school graduate; 3 = some college; 4 = college graduate, 
and 5 = post graduate studies). (d) Political ideology was measured using a continuous 
ordinal scale (1 = very conservative, 2 = somewhat conservative, 3 = moderate, 4 = 
somewhat liberal, 5 = very liberal). (e) Information seeking was measured by asking, how 
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many days of the week do you seek out news coverage (print, TV, radio, or online)? and was 
measured using a continuous ordinal scale from 0 = zero days a week to 7 = 7 days a week. 
(f) U.S. regions were categorized using U.S. Census Bureau: Northeast = Maine, New 
Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, and 
Pennsylvania; Midwest = Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, Illinois, Minnesota, Iowa, 
Missouri, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas; South = Delaware, 
Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, Kentucky, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, 
Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Texas, Oklahoma, and 
Washington, D.C.; and West = Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, 
Utah, Nevada, California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, and Hawaii. (g) Four respondents’ 
text entries provided for the “other” category were recoded as appropriate (e.g. “MSNBC” 
recoded as Television). 
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APPENDIX L 

Table 7.16. 
Correlations: Public Expectations Concerning Journalism Professional Values 

 1 2  3 4  5 6 
1 Accuracy 
If the charges were dismissed a few 
years after the article was written, I 
would expect it to be updated with the 
most current information 

1 .220*** .258*** .225*** .024 .092*** 

2 Standardization 

All news organizations should follow a 
set of standard guidelines about what 
information can and cannot be removed 
from their archive 

 1 .233*** .316*** .011 .219*** 

3 Equitya 

If a news organization removes one 
person’s arrest report, the same should 
be done for all of the other people whose 
cases were expunged for the same crime 

  1 .190*** .005 .100*** 

4 Transparency 

If news organizations choose to grant 
requests to remove content, it is 
important that they make readers aware 

   1 .111*** .277*** 

5 Autonomy 

Each news organization should be able to 
make its own independent decision 
whether to grant someone’s request to 
remove a news report 

    1 .164*** 

6 Public Engagement 

News organizations should ask for input 
from the public about how to address 
requests to remove news that has been 
published online 

     1 

 

Notes. N = 1,350. Bolded values (e.g. accuracy, equity) were not included in question on 
survey. Questions asked, To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? Variables were measured on a five-point scale in which 1 = strongly disagree 
and 5 = strongly agree. (a) For questions concerning marijuana, survey stated, some states 
have decided to expunge minor marijuana arrests from the legal record. Some of these 
arrests were likely reported in the local news. To what extent do you agree or disagree with 
the following statements? 
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APPENDIX M 

Table 7.18. 
Public Attitude Change Toward News Organizations That Unpublish 

 n % % of 
Variance 

M SD Factor 
Loading 

Attitude Change (a = .929)   3.86 3.05 1.10  
The organization’s news archive 
as trusted public record 

   3.19 1.15 .788 

Extremely Positive 113 8.4     
Somewhat Positive 264 19.6     
Neither Positive nor Negative 426 31.6     
Somewhat Negative 354 26.2     
Extremely Negative 193 14.3     

The organization’s credibility    3.07 1.03 .831 
Extremely Positive 83 6.1     
Somewhat Positive 307 22.7     
Neither Positive nor Negative 512 37.9     
Somewhat Negative 327 24.2     
Extremely Negative 121 9.0     

The organization’s 
trustworthiness 

   3.03 1.09 .855 

Extremely Positive 120 8.9     
Somewhat Positive 303 22.4     
Neither Positive nor Negative 458 33.9     
Somewhat Negative 349 25.9     
Extremely Negative 120 8.9     

The organization’s 
professionalism 

   2.90 1.13 .862 

Extremely Positive 152 11.3     
Somewhat Positive 357 26.4     
Neither Positive nor Negative 431 31.9     
Somewhat Negative 288 21.3     
Extremely Negative 122 9.0     

Notes. N = 1,350. Attitude Change latent construct identified through Principal Components 
Analysis with Varimax Rotation, F(1349, 3) = 63.338, p <.001. Pearson correlations 
indicated each pair of variables had strong, positive relationships at the p < .01 level (2-
tailed) ranging from r = .73 to r = .81. Effects to public perception questions asked, If you 
knew that a news organization had removed information from its archives in response to 
requests from the public, how would you feel about the organization’s _______ and was 
measured on a five-point scale where 1 = extremely negative to 5 = extremely positive. 
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Measures were reversed so 1 = extremely positive and 5 = extremely negative, making higher 
scores indicate more negative attitude change. 
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