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M

edia coverage of crime-related topics,

and how it is appropriate to interview the suspect or

especially when they regard heinous

accused and/or their family members and how to

crimes, is often a tricky issue. On the one

obtain their informed consent, how to present the

hand, there is the curiosity of the public, which is

information in an impartial and politically correct

often triggered by the media that provides in-depth

manner, etc. A separate section of the guidelines

details of the facts, as if to present a horror fiction.

addresses online dissemination of information: what

On the other hand, there are the rights of the victims,

is appropriate to publish online, how to link the

but also of the suspects and the accused people.

information to other online sources, how to manage

There is - and must be - a boundary between

the published information and moderate discussions

freedom of the press and these rights, the most

between users (sharing, comments), when it is

important of which is the presumption of innocence.

appropriate to delete or otherwise restrict the access
to the information, how to follow up on the original

Ethical Standards are needed - and have been

publication if there are new developments relevant

developed for this purpose - to help media

to its content (e.g. when the suspect is found not

professionals report on criminal cases respecting the

guilty). The communication guidelines will be based
on the findings and conclusions of the integrated

presumption of innocence and observing the privacy
of suspects and accused, their families, other
relatives and the community.
The ethical standards will define what information is
appropriate to disclose, how to describe the suspect
or accused without disclosing their identity, when
and how it is appropriate to make pictures or videos
without violating the privacy of individuals, when

report on media coverage of criminal cases and the
case studies report.

INTRODUCTION

1.1. Objectives and beneficiaries of this guide

have been produced fail to account for the

(media, journalist etc.)

significant modern developments of online

E

thical standards were developed to assist
media professionals in reporting on criminal
cases, while respecting the presumption of

innocence and observing the privacy of the suspects
and accused, their families, other relatives and
communities. A number of previous reports, under
this project, have indicated the existence of a wide

reporting and do not provide any guidance for the
correction of mistakes. The objective of these ethical
standards is, thus, to standardise and codify the
variations in domestic regulations and to produce a
single guide for media professionals.

1.2. The impact of media exposure on the private
and social life of suspects and accused

variety of national standards contained in selfregulated journalistic charters.

The safeguarding of the rights of suspects and

These reports have demonstrated an unequivocal

accused in criminal proceedings is a key requisite for

need for a coordinated international instrument to

a fair trial. Failure to do so may entail a loss of

provide harmonisation across the European Union

employment, ostracization from family and

on issues relevant to media reporting on criminal

community, as well as a damaged reputation in

proceedings.

society.

There is only a small number of international
instruments for media professionals and the few that

RECOMMENDATIONS ON HOW TO PRESENT INFORMATIONS

Article 6 of the European
Convention on Human Rights
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2. Everyone charged with a criminal
offence shall be presumed innocent
until proved guilty according to law.

Even if there is no international or Community legal
framework on the matter, the protection of suspects
or accused persons, their privacy, their families, their

OTHER
RELATIVES

ACCUSED

close relations and the community as a whole, follows

SUSPECTED

from the rule laid down in Article 6(2) of the

COMMUNITY

Convention.
E t h i c a l S t a n d a rd s o f re f e re n c e f o r m e d i a
professionals can be derived from this provision,
together with the decisions of some Supreme Courts
of Member States.

THEIR
FAMILY

THEIR
PRIVACY

01 has not been released yet,
If the name of the suspect
it is not possible to publish
references to the person
that could in any way make
him or her identifiable.
The fact that a person
charged with a criminal
offence has an existing

01

Only the authorities can
release the name of a
suspect or accuse him/
her of a crime.

criminal record must not
be published.

02 ethnic,

No information concerning
religious, sexual

identity and orientation
may be reported unless it
is directly relevant.
This also applies to
information about a
s u s p e c t o r a c c u s e d ’s
relevance of the
02 The
information to the case is
of outmost importance to
avoid the disclosure of
information that make an
individual identifiable.

physical or mental illness
or disorder.

03 relatives or friends of the
Any identification of the

accused should generally
not be done without their
consent, unless it is
genuinely relevant to the
story.

03 Referring

to the family,

affections or loved ones
of the accused or suspect
is only possible if they
give their consent.

04 elements which may easily
Publication of any
lead

to

a

child’s

identification must be
avoided.
These may include the
personal information of
their parents, home

04 Extra

caution must be

taken when the suspect
or accused is a child.

address and school.

When and how may the identity of suspects or accused people be disclosed?

WHEN
1
if the disclosure is
necessary to solve
a crime

2

if the crime
committed was
against the
Country or the
Community

For example: a voter fraud or a voter manipulation

Before the disclosure of the identity of a suspect or accused, there must be a strict assessment
balancing the relevant public interest in the information and the protection of the individual.
Several factors may play a key role in the
assessment of a prevailing public interest:
The crime in question is extremely serious
or special in terms of its type;
There is a connection or a contradiction
between office, mandate, social role or
function of a person and the action they are
accused of;
There is a connection between a prominent
individual’s position and the crime of which
they are accused of or if the crime is
contrary to their public image;
A serious crime was committed publicly;
An arrest warrant has been issued by the
investigating authorities.

PRESS

The media are generally allowed to be present during the proceedings, but…

In courts or tribunals:

1

- taking pictures
- making videos
- drawing portraits or sketches
of any person in court
should not be permitted

The media presence
may be denied if the
anonymity of minors
must be preserved

2

RECOMMENDATIONS ON HOW TO MANAGE THE
INFORMATION ONLINE

Online newspapers have changed the way of
reporting.
Where previously the newspaper was bought at the
newsstand, now the news is accessed via social
networks or websites, usually without the reader
paying anything. Revenues therefore come mainly

Breaking News
THE RAPIST IDENTIFIED

45y-o often near the school

from banner ads on online pages.
This revolution has given rise to the so-called 'click
bait' phenomenon.
If the income in economic terms of each article
becomes so closely linked to the opening of the page
that contains it, the title and subtitle that appear on

45%

consectetur

social media become critical.
The phenomenon of click baiting has led to a strong
lapse into sensationalism, with titles and subtitles
often containing all the most serious errors in terms of
ethical standards.
The clear attempt is to arouse curiosity in the reader,
with little or no sense of responsibility or limits.
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Where did this news come from?

Another problem with online information, which
mostly runs on social media, concerns the origin of
the information.
It is clearly not an issue of questioning the
confidentiality of journalistic sources, but rather that
the journalist can guarantee that he or she has
carried out fact checking of the claims he or she is
reporting.

The journalist must always have a clear
reference to the source of information. The
news must be reliable.

+++ Fake News daily +++
The 45-year-old man is
allegedly involved in organ
trafficking.

Whether and how to allow and moderate comments and discussions

It is the responsibility of the editorial office to
monitor their websites and to try to prevent the
publication of content that violates privacy and
human dignity, for example discriminatory
comments or comments that incite violence and
stir up hatred towards a suspect or an accused.
They must therefore promptly delete any such
content that comes to their attention which

WE HAVE TO KICK THEM

violates either of these rights. Furthermore, they

ALL OUT!!!

must be particularly vigilant in cases of online
forums directed at children and young people.
There must also be a clear demarcation on media
websites between editorial content and the
forums reserved for the public.

Journalists should not delete published content;
instead they should be more precise by updating the
text.
They should create a new post with the correct
information, indicating that they are correcting a

Breaking News
A suspect in the rape case
The police are investigating

previous post and quoting the incorrect statement.
This correction must be made within a reasonable
time, with the relevant timeframe being determined
by the form of media through which the correction of
the mistake is done.
The media should provide an apology and an
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appropriate remedy to the affected individual where
necessary.
Any coverage of a criminal case should be followed
up by giving the account of its conclusion, regardless
of whether it ends up with a withdrawal of the charge,
an acquittal or a conviction.
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CONCLUSION

The media plays a dual role when reporting on criminal proceedings: it assists the public in their right
to be informed and receive information, while ensuring that the deterrent function of the criminal law is
visible.
The public have to be able to freely receive information concerning the activities of its judicial
authorities and thus the media must be able to freely report and comment on the functioning and
activities of the criminal justice system.
These ethical standards uphold the fundamental rights:
1. to the presumption of innocence
2. to a fair trial and
3. to the respect of private and family life
by creating contemporary guidelines which account for the rapid digitalisation and accessibility of
information.
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