
Editor’s Comments by Vincent di Norcia

Communicating Ethics
Over the last three issues we have been profiling communi-
cations media, whether newspapers, television, internet,
movies or radio. As businesses, they support open communi-
cation. A common element in their industry codes is support
for a free press. This means not only open reporting of social
issues, but also candor about their own business. While com-
panies in the printing and publishing and telephone sectors
scored 78% and 70% respectively on The Monitor Candor
Quotient (see p. 72), companies in the other sectors answered
only from half to two thirds of our questions.

Worse still, few media subscribe to any formal ethics code.
Absent such a commitment, media claims to professionalism seem
self-serving. Real professions, like medicine and engineering,
monitor and police member compliance of their codes. Some
media ethics codes call on editors and journalists to censure col-
leagues if they violate journalistic standards. This has happened,
but rarely, and usually only after the problem, such as faked
reporting, has become an open scandal. Editors and journalists are
in fact notorious for refusing to correct mistakes, until pushed,
and even then they give little space to corrections, in contrast to
the erroneous headline story that prompted the correction. When
people challenge the accuracy, balance, impartiality of reporting,
journalist freebies, or hidden interest conflicts, media representa-
tives tend to respond defensively and complain that freedom of
the press is being threatened. 

One often detects a lack of balance in reporting public issues,
as in the U.S. right wing media treatment of liberals and democ-
rats, and mainstream treatment of social democrats and environ-
mentalists. In fact one can easily find an ideological bias against
government – which was admitted openly by as great an editor as
Ben Bradlee himself. This underlies the commonly hypercritical
and unfair treatment of people in public office, often for petty
offences. The consequence is that many good people will not
even let their name stand for office. 

Complex political, economic and environmental stories are
misleadingly framed as simplistic, black/white situations.
Similarly, multi-sided stakeholder views, for instance on abor-
tion and euthanasia (as in the Terry Schiavo case), are reduced
to two-sided pro/con debates. When such practices are ques-
tioned, the common media reply is that they increase circula-
tion or viewership.

In fact, the media ethics literature is full of instances of dubi-
ous media practices, such as the well-known media bias for bad
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news over good. More play is given to a politician’s personal
foibles, partisan squabbles and scandals than to the achievements
of governments in terms of bills passed and programs imple-
mented. That is deemed boring. On the contrary, sensational
crime, accidents and disaster stories sell newspapers; for ‘If it
bleeds, it leads.’ Even worse is the repugnant journalists’ habit of
pouncing on some poor hapless disaster victim. How often have
you heard, say, a parent who has just lost their whole family 
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tistics cannot be accepted at face value.”
Recently, while researching detailed notes on the U.S.

unemployment rate, given as 4.6% for September 2006, in a
separate document, I found that the actual number had a
90% probability of being anywhere from around 4.4% to
4.8%. So, when we hear that the unemployment rate falls
from say 4.8% to 4.6% over several months, we can not be
sure that unemployment is really falling. So why is this type
of information not in their ‘Employment Situation Summary’
press release? Even private polling firms provide upfront
details of sampling errors. The non-reporting of important
background information by government statistical depart-
ments goes some distance in explaining why journalists and
the media do not critique the reliability of such data.

Even Statistics Canada does not include any discussion of
error or degrees of confidence in their major economic press
releases, such as the Labour Force Survey and GDP reports.
They are sometimes provided, but usually buried in detailed
notes under separate documents.

Most people watch, read or listen only to the mass media.
If inaccurate statistical information is passed on to us by the
mass media, and people do not consult any other sources for
verification, then bad decisions are more likely to be made. If
business believes the job market is growing when it may not
be, unnecessary business investment and declining profits may
result. Government statistics play an important role in busi-
ness and financial decisions. Journalists and the media per-
form a great disservice to business by not understanding,
explaining, and critiquing them.

Ron Robins, MBA, is founder of Investing for the Soul, (www.investing-
forthesoul.com), Huntsville, Canada. He advocates, writes and teaches on
the subject of ethical and personal values based investing. He can be
reached at <ronr@investingforthesoul.com> or call 705-635-3034.

The Point of Good
Corporate Governance
Comment, By Randall K. Morck
In 2004, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled in Peoples v.
Wise that the directors’ duty is not to shareholders, nor to any
stakeholders, but to the corporation itself. Dropping the ‘fair-
ness to shareholders’ concerns that frame American and
British governance debate sounds progressive. But it really
isn’t because it befogs directors’ duties while missing the point
of the Anglo-American stance. The purpose of good corporate
governance is not, and never has been, ‘fairness’ to sharehold-
ers, even if we could agree on what ‘fairness’ means. Getting
public shareholders a better deal is a means to a more impor-
tant end – making the overall economy run more efficiently.

We want our corporate sector to be run by the most able
and honest people we can find so our standard of living can
be as high as possible. Higher corporate productivity lets left-
ists fund plusher social programs, lets conservatives lower
taxes, or even both. But the basic equation holds regardless:

We all win by entrusting the governance of our country’s cor-
porate assets to the most able and honest stewards.

To see why connecting this with ‘fairness’ to shareholders
causes problems, consider dual class shares – rightly criticized
by good governance advocates, but usually for the wrong rea-
sons. Many listed firms have two classes of common shares –
one with many votes per share and the other with few votes
per share. Multiple vote shares are usually held by insiders –
often a founder or founder’s family. One-vote shares are usu-
ally held by public investors – the people finance professionals
tactlessly call ‘widows and orphans’. Dual class shares are
commonplace in Canada, and often entrust corporate gover-
nance to insiders with many votes, but woefully few shares.
This may be bad for a host of other reasons, but it’s not nec-
essarily unfair to widows and orphans. 

Now widows and orphans are not stupid. In particular, they
are smart enough to see how insiders with multiple vote
shares sometimes wield their voting power in ways that aren’t
necessarily good for other shareholders. As proof of this,
numerous academic studies confirm that public investors pay
less money for one-vote shares – they are priced at steep dis-
counts to multiple vote shares. Even more telling, the dis-
count is steeper in countries and markets that give public
shareholders weaker legal rights vis à vis abusive corporate
insiders.   

Certainly, selling shoddy goods at full price is unfair. But it
is more of a stretch if a consumer buys something that is
deeply marked down, and complaining afterwards that it’s
shoddy merchandise is more of a stretch. Likewise, sharehold-
ers who bought steeply discounted one-vote shares in compa-
nies run by insiders who own multiple vote shares and then
complain about the way the company is run perhaps ought to
have thought about why the share price was so low in the first
place. Clicking the research button on an electronic brokerage
website or talking a full service broker would help clarify the
situation.

Yet alleged abuse by controlling shareholders wielding mul-
tiple vote shares stirs up shareholder rights advocates in many
countries. An example is Conrad Black’s control of Hollinger
companies with multiple voting shares. More generally, share-
holder rights advocates argue that, when an insider uses mul-
tiple vote shares to make a firm do something that benefits
him, but not other shareholders, the owners of one-vote
shares have been treated unfairly. 

But what if Lord Black’s contention that everything he did
was legal is upheld. Is the law then “unfair”? Should we force
unifications of dual class equity structures into one-vote-per-
share stock for everyone, as Israel recently did? Or would this
unfairly reward widows and orphans? Would this be like forc-
ing a clothing store to repair flawed clothing sold at 50% off?
Maybe it is – or maybe it isn’t. My point is that fairness doesn’t
really matter. 

This is because fairness to shareholders isn’t the main issue. We
care about corporate governance because we care who is in charge
of our country’s corporate assets, and this has ramifications far
beyond the portfolio wealth of a few widows and orphans.
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tistics issued by government departments is rarely found in
the mass media, despite the concerns of some economists that
such statistics are often unreliable.

For example, consider the U.S. Consumer Price Index or
CPI. According to John Williams, a New Jersey consulting
economist who has specialized in government statistics for
several decades, “Inflation, as reported by the [U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics’] Consumer Price Index is understated by
roughly 2.7% per year... due to recent redefinitions of the
series as well as to flawed methodologies, particularly adjust-
ments to price measures for quality changes.” As a result of
understating inflation, the U.S. government can more easily
sell its bonds and hold interest rates low for business and con-
sumer borrowing. Such a result as this would be a clear politi-
cal goal. In fact, the person heading the US Bureau of Labor
Statistics is a political appointee. 

So bias in presenting statistics for political gains cannot be
overlooked. Mr. Williams may be right or wrong in his analy-
sis, but my point is that journalists and the media generally
fail to comment, as he does, upon the reliability of govern-
ment statistics. Why is this the case? 

Jeff Sanford, a staff columnist at Canadian Business, blames
many journalists, who “are not that literate in basic math and
statistical skills... and are not even aware of some of the biases
that can be (found) in statistics.” Jonathon Chevreau, a
columnist at the Financial Post, notes that criticism of statis-
tics often depends on the amount of time or space the jour-
nalist has to work with. “[Journalists] would rather go with
interesting information than wasting a sentence explaining
how the methodology [of the statistic] actually happens.”
Christopher Waddell, Associate Director of the Carleton
University School of Journalism, in Ottawa, offers another
perspective. “The biggest problem with statistics and journal-
ism is that too often numbers are used without the context
surrounding them.” In particular, “Television reporters have
difficulty with statistics because they are difficult to present...
it’s hard to listen to, or show a bunch of statistics, and make
sense of them.”

As noted in The Monitor essay on Publishing and Printing,
employers and the big wire services enforce a sweatshop envi-
ronment on journalists. In a high pressure atmosphere geared
to getting the news out as fast as possible, background infor-
mation is inevitably excluded. The reliability of easily avail-
able statistics is assumed, and not researched, analyzed,
explained or criticized, to the ultimate detriment of the read-
ing public. Given all this, it is not surprising that government
statistics often have uncritical free rein in the media.

In a recent article, The Problem of Accuracy of Economic
Data, Philipp Bagus states, “We face the question of why the
problem of accuracy of economic data is rarely mentioned or
passed over in silence in economics [and in the media too],
while in the physical sciences this problem is widely acknowl-
edged... In contrast to physics, there is still no estimate of sta-
tistical error within economics. The various sources of error
that come into play in the social sciences suggest that the
error in economic observations is substantial... Economic sta-

ment and junk science than in the scientific truth about glob-
al warming. A Calgary Sun columnist, for example, recently
called for putting a freeze on global warming alarmist hype.
Such journalists and editors take it upon themselves to pro-
nounce on the science as if they were themselves scientific
experts.

To distort the truth is to deceive; and to do it deliberately is
to lie. Lying, every major religion teaches us, is wrong.
Denying the truth because it disturbs one’s complacency is no
excuse. On the contrary, it sounds to me very much like the
response of the comfortable and the complacent to the all too
inconvenient truths proclaimed by the Prophets in their
midst. Certainly neither Isaiah, Muhammad, Buddha, nor
Jesus would be surprised by the hostile response of mass com-
munications media to uncomfortable truths. In effect, the
truth does not fit the media’s ideological mindset or theirs
and their readers’ comfortable life style. It disturbs their com-
placency. It is, as Gore said, inconvenient.

In a more secular vein, for the communication media to
refuse to report the facts is to betray the fundamental ethic
which defines their core mission. Their principal responsibili-
ty is to inform their readers and audiences. It is not to propa-
gate ideological bias, propaganda, errors, distortions, or false-
hoods. Truth-denying represents a major ethical lapse in
media self-proclaimedly devoted to open communication. 

We have a real, planet-wide problem. This is not a subject,
like political debates or social opinions, where the media habit
of getting a balanced pro and con opinion on the subject is
appropriate, as Jules and Maxwell Boykoff say in Fair and
Accurate Reporting (website: www.fair.org ). In this case treat-
ing pro and con as cognitive equals distorts the question and
denies the truth. It sends the erroneous message that both
sides are equally well informed or equally knowledgeable
about global warming. 

Journalists are members of the human species. They live on
this planet, and have the same responsibility we all bear;
namely, to ensure that development is married to sustaining
our planetary habitat. Like Nero fiddling while Rome burned,
the media who oppose the science on global warming and
deny that there is any global climate change crisis are playing
with fire, but with planetary fire. They are, without exaggera-
tion, evading their responsibilities. And worse still, they are
betraying our common future.

Vincent di Norcia is an ethics and sustainability consultant and researcher,
whose current projects are in the areas of environmental business and neu-
roethics. He can be reached at <vdn@sympatico.ca>.

The Media & Government
Statistics
Comment, By Ron Robins

Why doesn’t the media critically assess government-pub-
lished statistics? Objective discussion of the reliability of sta-
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this planet, and have the same responsibility we all bear;
namely, to ensure that development is married to sustaining
our planetary habitat. Like Nero fiddling while Rome burned,
the media who oppose the science on global warming and
deny that there is any global climate change crisis are playing
with fire, but with planetary fire. They are, without exaggera-
tion, evading their responsibilities. And worse still, they are
betraying our common future.

Vincent di Norcia is an ethics and sustainability consultant and researcher,
whose current projects are in the areas of environmental business and neu-
roethics. He can be reached at <vdn@sympatico.ca>.

The Media & Government
Statistics
Comment, By Ron Robins

Why doesn’t the media critically assess government-pub-
lished statistics? Objective discussion of the reliability of sta-
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tistics issued by government departments is rarely found in
the mass media, despite the concerns of some economists that
such statistics are often unreliable.

For example, consider the U.S. Consumer Price Index or
CPI. According to John Williams, a New Jersey consulting
economist who has specialized in government statistics for
several decades, “Inflation, as reported by the [U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics’] Consumer Price Index is understated by
roughly 2.7% per year... due to recent redefinitions of the
series as well as to flawed methodologies, particularly adjust-
ments to price measures for quality changes.” As a result of
understating inflation, the U.S. government can more easily
sell its bonds and hold interest rates low for business and con-
sumer borrowing. Such a result as this would be a clear politi-
cal goal. In fact, the person heading the US Bureau of Labor
Statistics is a political appointee. 

So bias in presenting statistics for political gains cannot be
overlooked. Mr. Williams may be right or wrong in his analy-
sis, but my point is that journalists and the media generally
fail to comment, as he does, upon the reliability of govern-
ment statistics. Why is this the case? 

Jeff Sanford, a staff columnist at Canadian Business, blames
many journalists, who “are not that literate in basic math and
statistical skills... and are not even aware of some of the biases
that can be (found) in statistics.” Jonathon Chevreau, a
columnist at the Financial Post, notes that criticism of statis-
tics often depends on the amount of time or space the jour-
nalist has to work with. “[Journalists] would rather go with
interesting information than wasting a sentence explaining
how the methodology [of the statistic] actually happens.”
Christopher Waddell, Associate Director of the Carleton
University School of Journalism, in Ottawa, offers another
perspective. “The biggest problem with statistics and journal-
ism is that too often numbers are used without the context
surrounding them.” In particular, “Television reporters have
difficulty with statistics because they are difficult to present...
it’s hard to listen to, or show a bunch of statistics, and make
sense of them.”

As noted in The Monitor essay on Publishing and Printing,
employers and the big wire services enforce a sweatshop envi-
ronment on journalists. In a high pressure atmosphere geared
to getting the news out as fast as possible, background infor-
mation is inevitably excluded. The reliability of easily avail-
able statistics is assumed, and not researched, analyzed,
explained or criticized, to the ultimate detriment of the read-
ing public. Given all this, it is not surprising that government
statistics often have uncritical free rein in the media.

In a recent article, The Problem of Accuracy of Economic
Data, Philipp Bagus states, “We face the question of why the
problem of accuracy of economic data is rarely mentioned or
passed over in silence in economics [and in the media too],
while in the physical sciences this problem is widely acknowl-
edged... In contrast to physics, there is still no estimate of sta-
tistical error within economics. The various sources of error
that come into play in the social sciences suggest that the
error in economic observations is substantial... Economic sta-

ment and junk science than in the scientific truth about glob-
al warming. A Calgary Sun columnist, for example, recently
called for putting a freeze on global warming alarmist hype.
Such journalists and editors take it upon themselves to pro-
nounce on the science as if they were themselves scientific
experts.

To distort the truth is to deceive; and to do it deliberately is
to lie. Lying, every major religion teaches us, is wrong.
Denying the truth because it disturbs one’s complacency is no
excuse. On the contrary, it sounds to me very much like the
response of the comfortable and the complacent to the all too
inconvenient truths proclaimed by the Prophets in their
midst. Certainly neither Isaiah, Muhammad, Buddha, nor
Jesus would be surprised by the hostile response of mass com-
munications media to uncomfortable truths. In effect, the
truth does not fit the media’s ideological mindset or theirs
and their readers’ comfortable life style. It disturbs their com-
placency. It is, as Gore said, inconvenient.

In a more secular vein, for the communication media to
refuse to report the facts is to betray the fundamental ethic
which defines their core mission. Their principal responsibili-
ty is to inform their readers and audiences. It is not to propa-
gate ideological bias, propaganda, errors, distortions, or false-
hoods. Truth-denying represents a major ethical lapse in
media self-proclaimedly devoted to open communication. 
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