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PLAGIARISM ANTECEDENTS
AND SITUATIONAL INFLUENCES

Plagiarism seems to stick to journalism like a leech, despite univer-
sal prohibitions, zero-tolerance policies, and fallout from the 2003 Jayson
Blair episode. His extensive plagiarism and fabrication at the New York
Times resulted in more than 3,600 newspaper reports in eight months,1
cover stories in two national magazines2 and two books.3 Editors at 350
daily newspapers reported having taken “specific action” in response.4
Yet despite proclamations that plagiarism is “one of journalism’s unfor-
givable sins”5 and a drain on credibility,6 the ethical infraction persists.
The purpose of this research is to examine why plagiarism continues to
stain the newspaper profession by analyzing cases over a ten-year peri-
od and interviewing people accused of the offense.

Little research has been conducted on professional plagiarism in
journalism, and no published research could be found that examines its
root causes. Part of the reason why plagiarism has received limited
attention from communication researchers may stem from how it tradi-
tionally has been conceptualized, as an individual moral failing. Ethics
textbooks generally give no more than passing reference to plagiarism,7
many professional codes ignore the subject,8 and the Society of Pro-
fessional Journalists dispatches the topic in two words: “never plagia-
rize.”9

Emblematic of the prevailing attitude is a headline over a 2000
Editor & Publisher story about a rash of plagiarism cases that asked,

A study of daily newspaper plagiarism over a ten-year period reveals the
offense results from a combination of individual and systemic causes. An
association between how the misdeed is termed and what sanction is
applied, combined with evidence of a marked increase in disclosure and
firings after the 2003 Jayson Blair case, reveal that plagiarism is situa-
tionally defined. Four types of plagiarism are identified, linked to three
antecedents: rationalizing dishonesty, problematic techniques, and defi-
nitional ambiguity. Most plagiarism arises from professional routines
that minimize attribution, yet is treated relatively harshly because it
exposes a paradigmatic pretense of journalistic originality.
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“Why They Do It,” and then answered: “Desperation? Kleptomania?
Stupidity? Or Just Plain Lazy.”10 While plagiarism, like most ethical
infractions, can be attributed to personal choices, conceptualizing it as
solely an individual problem overlooks situational influences. As
Shoemaker and Reese have advised, presuming that “individual-level
factors are the sole causes of behavior” can lead to research errors.11
Therefore, this research examines plagiarism as both an individual and a
systemic issue.

The profession’s treatment of plagiarism can be conceptualized as a
manifestation of “paradigm disguise,” a variant of “paradigm repair” that
describes a journalistic ritual to defend professional ideology. Paradigm
repair theory originated in a study of how network television, “as if
orchestrated by the same composer,” condemned anAlabama station that
filmed a man who set himself afire for 37 seconds before assisting him.12

When individuals violate professional ideology in a public manner
—such as a Wall Street Journal reporter revealing that he was a radical
socialist13 or the paparazzi chasing Princess Diana at her death14—journal-
ists enact a cleansing routine to sequester the individuals and declare the
news paradigm repaired. Paradigm disguise builds on that construct by
explaining why journalists, especially in the wake of Blair,15 are more
willing to disclose plagiarism and dismiss offenders without evaluating
whether the punishment fits the crime or addressing the situational influ-
ences that contributed to the plagiarism.

The limited academic research conducted on journalistic plagiarism
affirms that it should be examined in both personal and organizational
contexts. Three scholars asked to respond to the Blair case found shared
responsibility, primarily in management’s inadequate andmixed respons-
es to initial doubts about Blair’s accuracy and an overemphasis on bot-
tom-line economics.16 Lasorsa and Dai included plagiarism along with
other ethical newspaper infractions in concluding that warning signs of
deceptive practices were overlooked in part because of inadequate defini-
tions and a newsroom culture that privileges trust.17 Others have found
that news organizations cloud the issue by failing to agree on definitions.
Chaney and Duncan demonstrated that professionals and professors dis-
agree over what constitutes plagiarism.18 White observed that ethics
codes were too vague to help practitioners know when inadequate attri-
bution became plagiarism.19

Newsroom practices are important in studying plagiarism because
journalists take their ethical cues from their environment,20 an environ-
ment which actually encourages borrowing without attribution. In a 1983
essay, Clark situated plagiarism in an atmosphere that accepted wide-
spread copying.21 Kurtz noted that journalists “recycle words for a liv-
ing,” borrowing heavily from wire-service stories and “old interviews by
reporters we’ve never met.”22 Wolper found what appeared to be plagia-
rism in a Los Angeles Times story published in a Florida newspaper, but
which turned out to result from a copy editor accustomed to blending
wire stories. The copy editor said, “I think over the years that newspapers
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have become lackadaisical about attribution.”23 An SPJ ethics committee
co-chair declared that attribution is unnecessary for “facts involving
numbers” and ruled a credit line in a chart is sufficient if a reporter “lifts
a string of facts” from a book.24 Journalists exempt from attribution
material that is “generally known,”25 even when the information was
exclusively obtained by another news organization.

The word “plagiarism” is inherently ambiguous. The Oxford
English Dictionary defines plagiarism as “the wrongful appropriation” of
someone else’s “idea, design, passage or work,”26 yet does not address
how close the resemblance must be to be “wrongful.” Journalists, like
English teachers and academics, disagree whether plagiarism is limited
to word-for-word copying (and if so, howmany words constitutes a vio-
lation) or whether it can also involve an artful paraphrasing of pur-
loined material. A sampling of ethics codes compiled by the American
Society of Newspaper Editors—whose own code is silent on plagia-
rism27—vary by calculating copying at the level of “words,”28 “phras-
es,”29 “distinctive language,”30 and “wholesale lifting.”31

There is no consensus whether journalists can copy from their
own stories or from those of their colleagues. “Editors seem loath to
define it, especially in marginal cases,” wrote Clark.32 Journalists also
disagree with another element of the Oxford definition, that ideas can be
plagiarized. An American Press Institute presenter encouraged stealing
ideas.33 Only two of thirty-five ethics codes collected by the ASNE con-
sider whether ideas should be attributed.34 Shaw noted that journalists
generally do not credit ideas because they “are reluctant to admit that
they do not originate all their own material.”35 Gladwell observed that
newspapers obsess about plagiarism “because journalism cannot own
up to its heavily derivative nature.”36

Journalists contribute to definitional ambiguity by juxtaposing
plagiarism and fabrication.37 This tendency was reinforced by the exten-
sive coverage surrounding Blair in 2003 and Jack Kelley of USA Today in
2004, because each involved plagiarism and fabrication. However, these
are discrete behaviors. Plagiarism is copying someone else’s words or
ideas without attribution. Fabrication is misleading readers into think-
ing that fictional people, events, or details are genuine. Because the
processes and motivations in creating fiction are different than those in
copying information without attribution, fabrication should not be con-
flated with plagiarism.

Even when the lines between borrowing and plagiarism are clear-
er, journalists may be tempted to take shortcuts to get ahead38 or to
adapt to a newsroom culture that accepts some journalistic deception.
Lee learned that journalists routinely justify practices such as withhold-
ing information from sources or exhibiting false flattery to get a story,39
and excused deception if they were dealing with a “bad” person. He
concluded, “Journalistic deception is an occupational construct shaped
by professional demands.”40 Organizational behavior scholars have
confirmed the power of situational determinants on individual deci-
sion making in workplace deviance. Robinson and Bennett concluded
that “any given specific deviant act can be traced to a provoking inci-



dent, as perceived by the deviant actor; be it a perceived unfair decision,
a financial crisis, a policy dispute or other event(s).”41 Situational variables
such as competitive pressure were stronger predictors of attitudes toward
deviant behavior than individual factors such as personality.42 People
were especially willing to engage in deception when the standards were
unclear.43

This study examined reported plagiarism involving full-time jour-
nalists at U.S. daily newspapers from 1997 through 2006. It is a mixed-
methods study, applying quantitative comparisons to groupings of rele-
vant data from the plagiarism cases and qualitative depth interviews of
eight journalists accused of plagiarism during those ten years. The
research was limited to journalists employed full time to avoid capturing
data from individuals such as stringers or interns who may be less mind-
ful of professional norms. Cases were drawn from trade publications
Editor & Publisher, American Journalism Review, Columbia Journalism Review,
and Quill; Jim Romenesko’s column on the Poynter Institute for Media
Studies Web site; Web sites Regret the Error and the Freedom Forum;44
longtime media reporters Howard Kurtz of the Washington Post and
David Shaw of the Los Angeles Times; alternative weeklies and magazines
that monitor their local media; the Associated Press; and general Web
searches.

The key limitation in identifying the population of cases fromwhich
to sample is that the offenses had to have become public. Each journalist
accused of plagiarism constituted a case, regardless of the number of
infractions. Seventy-six cases were found. Categorical data such as job
function, experience, and circulation size were evaluated using chi-square
statistics at a significance level of p = 0.05.

From those seventy-six cases of plagiarism, eight journalists
were chosen for interviews, in keeping with McCracken’s advice that “no
more than eight” should be interviewed.45 The eight reflected Weiss’s
directive to pursue “perfect strangers” and a “sample of representa-
tives.”46 Five were men and three were women, echoing the gender ratio
of journalists at daily newspapers.47 Their positions covered a cross-sec-
tion of newsroom positions and their employers encompassed all four
circulation categories used by the Newspaper Association of America.48
Their professional experience ranged from eleven to twenty-seven years.
Six lost their jobs because of the plagiarism accusations while two
received suspensions. Respondents were granted anonymity to encour-
age candor. The interviews were conducted in person in February and
March 2007 and were recorded, lasting an average of ninety-seven
minutes. Transcriptions were evaluated using grounded theory tech-
niques.49

The seventy-six cases and the eight interviews constitute an induc-
tive study designed to answer five research questions:

RQ1: Is there anything about accused plagiarists that
distinguishes them from other journalists?
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RQ2: Is there anything about the newspapers that
employ accused plagiarists that distinguishes them from the
rest of the industry?

RQ3: How do newspapers tend to respond to plagia-
rism?

RQ4: Has the Jayson Blair case affected the frequency
of plagiarism or how it is treated?

RQ5: Why did the plagiarism occur?

In response to RQ1, the only variable that distinguishes suspected
plagiarists from the population of daily newspaper journalists is gender.
While men held 62.8% of newsroom positions during the period stud-
ied,50 they made up 81.3% of those accused of plagiarism (χ2 = 4.949,
df = 1, p = .026).51

However, it is likely that gender is serving as a proxy for age in
this study. At least 62.2% of the journalists in the study have more than
ten years of post-college experience, and the portion of all journalists
older than 35 who are female ranges from 24.8% to 34.6%, according to
the latest American Journalist survey.52 Further, the American Journalist
survey shows no difference in how men and women respond to ques-
tions about ethics. A 2000 meta-analysis of 113 studies in organizational
behavior literature found effect sizes of gender differences in attitudes
toward workplace ethics to be insignificant.53 Absent research support-
ing the notion of gender differences in ethical orientation, and in light of
evidence that women are less likely to practice journalism after age 35,
the finding that accused plagiarists are disproportionately male proba-
bly reflects the age of those journalists.

RQ2 asked about the newspapers that employed people accused
of plagiarism. The study revealed that reported plagiarism varies with
newspaper size. Because larger newspapers employ more journalists,
and thus have a greater probability of an employee being accused of
plagiarism, the newspapers captured by the study were separated into
the four NAA size categories to provide a measure of control for staff
size. Even with that control, the data show the nation’s largest news-
papers were more likely to incur plagiarism. While 27.3% of the
nation’s daily newspaper journalists were employed by newspapers of
more than 250,000 circulation,54 46.1% of the seventy-six cases captured
by the study involved newspapers in that category (χ2 = 30.216, df = 3,
p < .001).

It is possible that larger newspapers incur more plagiarism be-
cause they are more likely than small ones to pursue easier-to-copy
national stories (rather than unique local stories) or that larger papers
compete so vigorously for print and online audiences that they have a
financial incentive to avoid attribution. However, because plagiarism at
a large newspaper is more likely to become public than at a small paper,

Findings



the finding is probably an artifact of the methodology. Big newspapers are
in urban areas that, unlike small cities, may have an alternative weekly or
a city magazine exposing the dominant daily’s flaws. In this study, other
publications forced newspapers in Baltimore, Detroit, Kansas City, Jack-
sonville, Miami, and St. Louis to acknowledge plagiarism. The news-
paper with by far the most cases captured by this study, seven,55 is the
intensely scrutinized New York Times, which is watched by a Web site that
critiques its every move56 and another that inspects the paper’s daily cor-
rections.57 Further, trade magazines pay more attention to miscues at
large-circulation newspapers because of their place atop the industry
hierarchy.

A more meaningful size difference surfaced in findings related to
RQ3, about how newspapers respond to plagiarism. To avoid cells with
fewer than five cases, the four circulation categories were compressed into
two—dividing the cases at the 250,000-circulation mark—and a dummy
variable was created to divide sanctions between immediate dismissal58
and retaining employment.

Table 1 reveals an association between circulation size and outcome.
While 40.0% of journalists accused of plagiarism at the largest newspa-
pers lost their jobs, 70.7% of those at papers with less than 250,000 circu-
lation were dismissed (χ2 = 7.259, df = 1, p = .007). This association may
show that larger newspapers are more wedded to their employees. Larger
newspapers may have stronger unions or a culture, like the New York
Times, that would rather reassign than fire.59 Or, the association between
size and sanctions may reflect the ability of managers at larger newspa-
pers to parse plagiarism more carefully than their harried counterparts at
smaller papers.

More salient is a relationship between sanctions and terminology. In
eleven of the seventy-six cases, newspapers do not appear to have made
any attempt to communicate with readers about the plagiarism, based on
an archival search for corrections, editor’s notes, or columns about the
episodes. In the remaining sixty-five cases, a strong association emerged
between how the newspaper termed the offense and what happened to
the journalist (χ2 = 20.101, df = 1, p < .001).

Table 2 shows that in the cases in which the newspaper called the
offense plagiarism, the journalist was dismissed 86.7% of the time. But
journalists lost their job in only 31.4% of the instances in which the news-
paper did not use “plagiarism” and employed synonyms such as “para-
graphs were quoted verbatim,”60 “inappropriately duplicated wording,”61
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TABLE 1

Kept Job (row pct) Lost Job (row pct) Total

Under 250,000 12 (29.3%) 29 (70.7%) 41

Over 250,000 21 (60.0%) 14 (40.0%) 35

Total 33 (43.4%) 43 (56.6%) 76
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and “exact or close replicas.”62 Such synonyms may reflect an effort to
be precise about the infraction and may not equate to a reluctance to call
the offense plagiarism or alter its definition. For instance, a Denver edi-
tor said he avoided using the word because of a “bad experience”
involving a previous plagiarism case that went to arbitration.63

However, a tendency to reserve the word “plagiarism” for
episodes involving dismissal may flow from public pronouncements
about zero tolerance for the offense; newspapers that want to retain the
journalist may wish to employ a benign phrase to avoid triggering a
more serious outcome. Editorial proclamations that plagiarism is “one
of the worst offenses”64 and “among journalism’s most serious profes-
sional breaches, if not the single most grave thing”65 leave little room for
discernment if an episode surfaces. Recasting the offense as something
other than plagiarism offers editors disciplinary flexibility.

RQ4 asks about the influence of Jayson Blair, who resigned May 1,
2003.66 Twenty-eight cases transpired in the seventy-five months before
Blair. The remaining forty-eight cases, including Blair’s, occurred in the
final forty-five months, nearly tripling the frequency rate. Such a find-
ing reflects not a surge in plagiarism, but an increase in openness about
the offense and in external scrutiny.

For example, in the aftermath of the Blair case, the Kansas City Star
published its ethics policy online and invited comments, which prompt-
ed an alternative weekly to expose a year-old plagiarism case the Star
had concealed and, in turn, prodded the Star to admit to the pre-Blair
offense. When asked why the paper did not disclose the plagiarism
when it occurred, the Star’s editor responded, “Times change.”67

An evaluation of the relative severity of plagiarism in each case
according to categories of limited, substantial, and serial68 revealed no
significant difference (χ2 = 2.341, df = 2, p = .310) before and after Blair,
yet the sanctions applied changed. Before Blair, 57.1% of journalists
accused of plagiarism kept their jobs, while after Blair, 64.6% lost their
jobs, a reversal approaching significance (χ2 = 3.398, df = 1, p = 0.065).

These two findings—an increase in reported cases and a greater
likelihood of dismissal after Blair—could be related. The journalistic
black eye produced by the Blair case may have prompted a greater
degree of transparency and scrutiny, and less mercy for offenders. In the
wake of Blair, editors also may have been more willing to disclose pla-
giarism cases in which a journalist was dismissed to demonstrate the
newspaper could police itself, as predicted by paradigm repair.69 The

TABLE 2

Severity Kept Job (row pct) Lost Job (row pct) Total

Synonym 24 (68.6%) 11 (31.4%) 35

Plagiarism 4 (13.3%) 26 (86.7%) 30

Total 28 (43.1%) 37 (56.9%) 65
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change may also reflect the growing influence of the Romenesko column,
which has become a de facto national enforcer of journalistic standards.
Daniel Okrent, who became the New York Times’ first public editor in the
wake of the Blair debacle, said that some offenders “wouldn’t have got-
ten fired five years ago, pre-Romenesko.”70

RQ5 involves the question of why plagiarism occurs. A textual
analysis of public writings71 about the seventy-six cases, fortified by the
depth interviews, revealed three primary antecedents: rationalizing dis-
honesty, problematic techniques, and definitional ambiguity. Journalists
accused of plagiarism often blame being overworked at deadline: Pulitzer
Prize winner Alex Storozynski said he only had two reporters to produce
a free-distribution New York daily,72 Blaine Harden of theWashington Post
said he had just three hours to research and write a murder-suicide
story,73 and the Florida Times-Union acknowledged Editorial Page Editor
Lloyd Brown was under time constraints.74

But deadline pressure is a constant in professional journalism and
cannot explain why plagiarism occurs. Management style (transactional
or transformational75) and workplace climate (caring or utilitarian76) can
influence ethical behavior, but such variables are best conceptualized as
moderators or mediators rather than as causal elements.

Rationalizing Dishonesty. Rationalizing dishonesty is evident by
its fruit: extensive, unabashed serial theft like that practiced by Blair. His
newspaper identified at least six stories in seven months with substantial
plagiarism, including copying an entire story.77 Diagnosed as bipolar,78
Blair justified various ethical infractions by claiming his employer was
taking advantage of him.79 A similar pattern afflicted three other journal-
ists. Nada Behziz of the Bakersfield Californian copied from stories for 30%
of the work she submitted to the Californian, yet alleged she was the vic-
tim of “a witch hunt.”80 Khalil Abdullah plagiarized one in every five sto-
ries at Georgia’s Macon Telegraph81 and one out of every nine stories he
wrote previously at the Fort Worth Star-Telegram,82 from which he had
been fired for plagiarism. “I knew better,” Abdullah said.83 Eight times in
three months, Assistant Managing Editor Chris Cecil of the Cartersville
Daily Tribune News in Georgia stole directly from syndicated columnist
Leonard Pitts Jr., including one column in which he copied how Pitts
learned his mother was dying of cancer;84 Cecil blamed a friend he said
edited his columns for him.85 These cases of repeated plagiarism reflect a
rationalization of dishonesty perhaps stemming from perceived in-
equities,86 inadequate self-efficacy,87 depression,88 or other factors.

Problematic Techniques. One common problematic technique is
mixing notes. Steven Erlanger of the New York Times copied two para-
graphs from a magazine and “mingled them with his own notes from an
interview.”89 Baltimore Sun columnist Michael Olesker blended material
from a year-old interview with a former U.S. senator with research notes
from the Washington Post.90 One of the eight interviewees, a reporter with
twenty-five years of experience, copied paragraphs from a competitor’s
story into a notes file to use as a basis for an interview, then forgot to
remove those paragraphs when submitting a fresh story. Another prob-

Causes
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lematic technique, using a competitor’s story as a template, affected two
of the interviewees. In each case, the story was outside the reporter’s
normal beat, and the reporters leaned heavily on a competitor’s version
for background and sources to interview. Both used the competitor’s
story to begin framing their own, and even though the reporters had
fresh information, their work too closely mirrored that of another publi-
cation.

Definitional Ambiguity. Plagiarism’s hard-to-demarcate nature
and journalism’s aversion to attribution produce definitional ambiguity.
Journalists disagreed over definitions and sometimes contended copy-
ing was not plagiarism if the author lacked malicious intent.91 When the
Richmond Times-Dispatch published a story in which the words, design,
and photo were similar to a competitor’s version, the managing editor
singled out the photographer and coined the term “visual plagiarism,”
prompting a staffer to ask if such an offense existed.92

Comparing similar cases between newspapers reveals definitional
disagreement. Copying from a book was considered plagiarism at the
Baltimore Sun,93 but not at the Wall Street Journal.94 When Octavio Roca
of the Miami Herald reused articles he had written for previous employ-
ers, his paper dismissed him and called the offense plagiarism.95 Yet
when Mickey Herskowitz of the Houston Chronicle recycled a column he
had written for the Houston Post, the Chronicle said the offense was “bad
form” but was not plagiarism.96

Ambiguity also resulted from journalism’s ingrained reluctance to
attribute. Douglas Martin of the New York Times said he did not attribute
information from two London newspapers that supplied half of an obit-
uary he wrote because foreign correspondents were used to copying
from overseas publications.97 San Francisco Chronicle reporter Edward
Guthmann said he did not attribute quotations to New Yorker because
the magazine piece was two years old and the quotations were “gener-
al.”98 One of the interviewees said it used to be the newspaper’s practice
to recycle quotations as long as their accuracy had been confirmed.
Another interviewee copied press releases, which the newspaper did
not normally credit.

Attribution aversion surfaced frequently in sports. When golfer
Tiger Woods won a U.S. Open by fifteen strokes, Mitchell Krugel, sports
editor of the San Antonio Express-News, wrote a question-and-answer
column drawn entirely from other news sources, yet the only attribution
was a line at the end: “Express-News wire services contributed to this
report.”99 After a competitor complained, Krugel said such copying was
common. “We would be kidding ourselves if we thought this didn’t
happen all the time,” he said.100

The Hartford Courant public editor quoted the paper’s sports edi-
tor, Jeff Otterbein, as saying that newspapers routinely filch items for
“notebook” columns.101 When a reader of Tom FitzGerald’s San Francisco
Chronicle compendium of humorous sports items102 complained that a
paragraph was copied verbatim from the Boston Globe, his editor decid-
ed that although FitzGerald placed his name on material gathered and
reported by others, the notebook column was not plagiarism.103



After the author of a book about baseball spring training com-
plained that the Orlando Sentinel copied his work, the paper’s public edi-
tor acknowledged the book and seventeen other sources should have been
credited104 but denied the copying was plagiarism.105 Reporter Emily
Badger said she thought an editor would cover attribution through a chart
and added, “Sports departments do a notoriously poor job of sourcing,”106

When the Detroit Free-Press investigated columns written by Mitch
Albom,107 it found multiple instances in which Albom lifted quotes gath-
ered by others, including exclusive comments. Albom said quotations did
not have to be attributed if they were copied accurately, an assertion sup-
ported by the paper’s sports editor.108

One of the interviewees said reporters covering NASCAR races
quoted drivers as if they had been interviewed without telling readers the
statements came from handout sheets supplied by automaker representa-
tives. Another interviewee described how several newspapers whose
writers covered an athletic conference hired someone to compile and dis-
tribute stories, conference call transcripts, and quotes so the journalists
could take from each other without attribution.

Although plagiarism is generally conceived as monolithic, the cases
captured by this study fit a four-factor typology. The most egregious type,
such as that associated with Blair, can be considered appropriation plagia-
rism: knowingly and repeatedly taking another’s work. Although Blair is
often cited as a plagiarism exemplar, such brazen serial thefts are rare.
Only four of the seventy-six plagiarism cases, all of which involved ration-
alizing dishonesty, fit the category of appropriation plagiarism.109

Far more common is research plagiarism, which is blending original
reporting with someone else’s words or insufficient attribution. Sixty-
seven of the cases, or 88.2%, fit this type, and can stem from any of the
three antecedents.

A third type is self-plagiarism, defined as a journalist recycling his
or her own words published by a different employer (but excluding
instances in which a journalist reuses material from prior stories for the
same employer). Such a definition reflects the fact that ownership of a
writer’s words is generally assigned to the newspaper, not to the journal-
ist, and, of the two cases of self-plagiarism cited earlier, favors the Miami
Herald’s assessment. In those two cases, self-plagiarism resulted from def-
initional ambiguity.

The fourth type is idea plagiarism, which surfaced in three cases.
Two involved visuals (the aforementioned re-creation of a posed picture
in the Richmond Times-Dispatch and a Tulsa World political cartoon that
closely mirrored one drawn twenty-four years earlier in the Hartford
Courant110) and one involved words, when a Star Tribune editorial writer
twice drew heavily from New Yorker commentaries.111 As with research
plagiarism, all three antecedents could be influences on idea plagiarism.

This study affirms that plagiarism is not solely an individual-level
issue, but results from a combination of personal and situational factors.
Two antecedents, rationalizing dishonesty and problematic techniques,
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are individual factors while definitional ambiguity is an organizational
issue. Moreover, the study shows the offense is situationally defined:
editors associate “plagiarism” with dismissal and avoid using the word
when the journalist retains employment. The Jayson Blair episode was a
watershed resulting in more disclosure of plagiarism episodes and a
greater willingness to dismiss offenders.

Beyond demonstrating that plagiarism varies in type, cause, and
definition, the study exposes an underlying pretense of journalistic orig-
inality. Editors who portrayed plagiarism cases to their readers strug-
gled to explain why it mattered, calling it a breaking of trust with read-
ers112 or a violation of principles.113 Such vague descriptions reflect
the tenet that plagiarism is the theft of someone else’s original work.
However, normative journalism is duplicative, reproducing the words
and ideas of others. Absent subpoena power, journalists depend on offi-
cials to ferret out information; limited by time and geography, they rely
on peers for story templates and ideas.

Still, journalists are reluctant to reveal all their sources for fear of
crediting competitors and betraying their dependence on borrowing.
They minimize attribution and treat paraphrasing as a sovereign reme-
dy for plagiarism. Tellingly, seven of the eight journalists interviewed
said their mistake was insufficient rewriting; only one mentioned attri-
bution. Yet the cure for plagiarism is attribution, which is why the
offense matters: it denies readers the opportunity to evaluate the credi-
bility of sources and the origins of news.114

In ignoring journalism’s unoriginal essence and asserting that
plagiarism is a heinous offense demanding banishment from the profes-
sional town square, the fourth estate engages in an extension of para-
digm repair115 that can be dubbed paradigm disguise.

If plagiarism is viewed as an affront not to other journalists but to
readers, its status as “one of the worst offenses” ought to be weighed
against other credibility-detracting infractions that rarely result in dis-
missal, such as when a reporter is caught in a compromising relation-
ship with a source or produces a story so inaccurate a front-page correc-
tion is required.

Even though Blair is justifiably vilified for his serial plagiarism,
his news-altering admissions that he changed a story to benefit a friend
and exchanged coverage for sex116 are rarely mentioned by journalists or
educators. Journalists treat plagiarism more seriously because it
unmasks the pretense of originality.

Paradigm disguise describes the professional routine that concen-
trates on phrasal similarities to divert attention away from the borrow-
ing that underpins journalism. The increased willingness of journalists
in the post-Blair era to divulge plagiarism and treat it as a capital offense
is a purification ritual predicted by paradigm repair.

It is also a paradigm disguise that allows journalists to avoid
acknowledging that the news they produce is less an original enterprise
than an iterative repackaging of information.

Plagiarism is an epistemological transgression that should be ta-
ken seriously, and this study offers practical application. Newspapers



that want less plagiarism should define it better than “never plagiarize.”
Editors can distinguish among types of plagiarism and severity in evalu-
ating responses; reserving the term for dismissal and using synonyms for
less noxious cases risks invoking the corrosive influence of dismissive
euphemisms117 and results in definitional malleability. Above all, profes-
sionals and educators must restore the primacy of attribution. Journalists
should abandon the “excessive pride”118 that precludes acknowledgment
of a story’s origins and routinize hypertext links or “about the sources”
sidebars for narrative works if they want to change the traditions that
facilitate plagiarism.

This study examined plagiarism cases that had been made public;
research is needed to determine how often the offense occurs. Future stud-
ies also could evaluate whether changes in newsroom climate or manage-
ment style moderate plagiarism. Researchers could employ personality
measures to compare those accused of plagiarism with the population of
newspaper journalists. They could also evaluate plagiarism by genre, to
determine whether departments such as sports are more prone to copy-
ing.

Additionally, researchers could study how technology influences
plagiarism as it redefines when information becomes “general knowl-
edge” and facilitates copy-and-paste behavior while aiding detection
through search engines and software tools.

Finally, research could test whether print’s migration to an online
medium and acceptance of hyperlinks ruptures the professional ideology
behind paradigm disguise. If journalists are going to reduce plagiarism,
they will have to drop the facade of originality and see attribution as part
of the story.
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