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Freedom of speech is a constitutional
right of every American — a right that is
often abused in today’s world of 24/7
broadcast media. We expect networks to
act responsibly in their reporting, but
there is a fine line between what is
acceptable and what is not.

With modern talk radio, which thrives on
controversy, becoming more popular, the
issue of protecting freedom of speech
while maintaining ethics in broadcasting
is more important than ever.

Media networks are motivated to act
responsibly because they have to con-
sider whether show content will offend
their audience and ultimately, how their
sponsors will react to any scrutiny that
arises. When on-air personalities offend
their audiences, the public outrage that
follows forces media networks to take
action — or suffer the consequences of
poor ratings, cancelled sponsorships, etc.
A network’s response to the outcry might
be anything from a public apology to the
firing of the offending on-air talent.

While these types of actions may
temporarily eliminate the problem, many
feel they are not long-term solutions.

Often, networks fail to set clear guide-
lines and ethics standards and the
popular talk-show hosts are given free-
reign — as long as the public keeps
listening and buying sponsors’ products.

Should networks be held more account-
able for the content of their shows and if
so, who decides when freedom of speech
has been abused? And, how do we use
our power as listeners to force change
when we think it’s needed?

Join us as we discuss the competing
understandings of free speech and ethics
in broadcasting. Dr. Trimiew will provide
an ethical perspective on how the funda-
mental value of free speech must be
morally exercised. Norm Silverstein will
present a media perspective and the
challenges he faces in balancing free
speech for WXXI broadcasters while
maintaining ethics at the station. Sharon
Stiller will talk about the law surround-
ing the first amendment, including New
York State’s lawful activities bill and
when you can be sued for what you say.
Steve Hausmann will offer a first hand
perspective from his experiences as an
on-air personality.
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