Abstract
The #MeToo movement gained traction in 2017 due to the sexual assault
allegations and sexual harassment made against Harvey Weinstein. Publications
were reporting these types of allegations as well as other forms of allegations
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against a wide range of public and private figures. However, publications reporting

“That's not our job to play
the judge there but it's our
job to let the community
know it's alleged. That it is
a concern that someone is
raising and that an
investigation took place. I
think that by telling their
stories it opens up the
door for other survivors
and other victims of sexual
violence in general to
come up and tell their own
story.”
-The Johnsonian staff
writer and student
journalist

this and similar allegations had to be careful in their coverage of these issues to
avoid defamation lawsuits from the accused. These publications needed to weigh
the ethical, legal, and morally correct procedures to use when covering these
issues, while also giving survivors a voice. In order to examine the legal issues and
ethical approaches publications used, this study surveys multimedia-visual
components, FOIA requests, government documents, primary and secondary
sources, and interviews. This study catalogs the laws that protect newspapers from
defamation lawsuits and explains why survivor stories are important for journalists to
recount.

Introduction
In conjunction with my mass communication capstone project and my honors thesis,
I was tasked with discovering a social issue that I felt needed to be addressed. Due
to being the editor-in-chief for The Johnsonian, I had faced a legal and ethical
dilemma while helping a staff writer with his story on sexual assault investigations at

journalists have to weigh the ethically and legally responsible thing to do while also
giving survivors a voice. When making these decisions they also have to protect
themselves, their publication, and their sources. A perfect example of this was when
Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey from The New York Times covered the story on
Harvey Weinstein. In order to comprehend the importance of survivor stories, why
the #MeToo movement was an example of change from journalism, and the moral
and legal obligations journalist have to consider I delved into this issue.

Methods
I have accumulated several sources including six government documents some of
which were obtained from Freedom of Information Act requests. The government
documents include Winthrop University’s campus climate survey statistics, The National
Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS) statistics, and a document from a
speech explaining the importance of journalism. I obtained three other government
documents that pertain to defamation or defamation lawsuits that shaped journalism. I
also obtained information from three newspaper articles on the #MeToo movement. I
analyzed excerpts from academic journals that discuss defamation and its relation to
journalism as well as the ethical procedures journalists must follow. I also conducted
interviews with experts on my topic.

Winthrop University. The coverage of these stories are a tedious task no matter if
you are a small student run publication or a nationally renowned newspaper. All

“When I talk to newsrooms I suggest that stories be written
accurately and precisely. I urge people to make inventories
of who is in the piece, what is said about them, and how do
you justify what you are saying about them. We talk about
the five W’s; Who, What, When, Where, and Why. The
safest way to justify saying something bad about someone
is if that is something is said in an official report. So you are
relying on official information. Even if that information is
incorrect the news reporting of that information will be
protected under that law.”
-South Carolina Press Association legal counsel member
and nationally renowned media law lawyer

“The ethical dilemma here is do we run with the name
and create this huge avalanche of fights or do we not
publish the name and kind of save that trouble for
whoever is coming in The Johnsonian after us.
Eventually we decided that the story was as effective
without his name. Also, these things have a way of
coming out anyway so I am a firm believer that the truth
always comes to light and that if his identity wasn't
going to be revealed within The Johnsonian that it
would be released elsewhere on a different channel.”
-The Johnsonian staff writer and student journalist

Discoveries
Based on my research and the article I wrote it informs readers of why survivors stories
are important to tell, why the #MeToo movement was sparked by journalism and the
procedures the writers had to follow, what legal boundaries and laws shaped media law,
what ethical procedures are followed by journalists, and why journalism creates change
by revealing the truth. My article allows readers to have a comprehensive way to
understand what influences decisions in journalism and why it is important for the truth.
Ultimately what they take from my story is what they believe is important.
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