
Conceptual Framework

Concepts such as journalistic ethics and morals have become more significant in 
the new media order, where information is delivered simultaneously to a larger 
number of people. In contrast with this progress is an increase in the number of 
ethical violations due to the diversification of media and the failure of self-control 
mechanisms to operate properly. In addition to traditional media, ethical violati-
ons caused by digital media tools have emerged as an important problem needing 
to be settled in the era of communication.

Issues such as forming mechanisms to have control over media while not in-
terfering with freedom of information, how media are controlled, and settling 
emerging conflicts are among the problems currently needing to be settled. Under 
the leadership of professional press organizations in this context and in order to 
prevent strict legal controls and increase the prestige of the profession, journalists 
have developed various professional codes referred to as the moral principles of 
the press, the professional principles of the press, and as professional obligation 
declarations and are committed to abiding by these principles. Various self-chec-
king mechanisms have been established within the body of professional journalism 
organizations and media organizations in order to check whether these rules are 
being adhered to.
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Ethics suggest rules of conduct for the general public and are defined as a chain 
of values, principles, and rules based on what is considered appropriate or inap-
propriate, allowed or not allowed, and right or wrong for society as a whole (Evers, 
2010, p. 45). Meanwhile, media ethics is a sub-category of professional ethics and 
is defined as the set of rules and principles that media professionals and journal-
ists have to abide by while performing their profession (İrvan, 2005, p. 62). Media 
ethics have emerged as the set of rules journalists who perform their duties in a 
relatively free manner pledge to follow in order to protect themselves and their 
profession against pressure groups, to reassure readers, and to reduce legal con-
trols (Alemdar, 1999, p. 253).

The rules journalists are required to follow while performing their duties are 
framed within constitutions, penal laws, press laws, and other legal regulations. 
In addition to those mentioned above, professional codes have been established 
under different names such as honor laws, ethical codes, moral standards, pro-
fessional principles, declarations on the rights and responsibilities of journalists, 
and journalistic codes of voluntary-based conduct, and professional press organi-
zations have attempted to implement these. The purpose of these principles is to 
establish a common path and standards among press professionals’ general and 
common behaviors (Girgin, 2008, pp. 233–237).

At the turn of the 20th century, the establishment of professional press organi-
zations; the rise of an objective and specialized societal understanding; the spread 
of scientific journalism education; and the dominance of the objective, impartial, 
and professional news paradigm have strengthened due to journalism beginning 
to be performed with professional techniques, and the ethics of journalism have 
begun to settle within institutional lines. However, this only became possible after 
the 1980s when this concept rose to a dominant position among both academic 
and popular criticisms as well as among regulations in the field of information (Taş, 
2010, pp. 3–13).

The professional principles press organizations have developed while carrying 
out their activities independent of any authority are intended to protect the mis-
sion the journalist undertakes. A self-check system has been established in order 
to monitor whether these principles are being followed. The self-control system is 
based on checking whether the moral and ethical principles media have developed 
are being adhered to and on sharing the results from this check with the public as 
well as other relevant parties (Alemdar, 1990, p. 388). These control and supervi-
sory mechanisms (Temel & Koçak, 2015, p. 444) are essential for mass media to 
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be able to fulfill its function and are also important for protecting freedom of the 
press.

In the field of media, the adoption of ethical principles and implementation 
of self-regulatory mechanisms was first encountered in Western countries where 
journalism had developed. Meanwhile, establishing a functional self-control sys-
tem in Turkey similar to the practices in the West has taken a long time. The long-
est-standing institutional structure in Turkey operating for the purpose of journal-
istic self-control without external intervention is the Press Council, established in 
1988 through a contract and has no official identity. The Press Council is still active 
today and continues its self-control function in the Turkish media in line with the 
adopted Code of Professional Principles.

The work of the Press Council is based on three main legal texts. These docu-
ments are the internal regulations referred to as the Press Council Contract, Pro-
fessional Principles of the Press, and Procedures for Evaluating the Press Council’s 
Rules and Applications. Investigations on professional ethical violations and ex-
ternal activities aimed at protecting freedom of the press and establishing ethical 
values are the two main activities of the Press Council (Önok, 2019, p. 34). When 
no agreement is reached due to the applications made, the executive board of the 
Press Council can make decisions on finding a complaint to be unfounded, to warn, 
or to reprimand. Sanctions are based on the Professional Principles of the Press 
determined by the Press Council. The Council assesses all complaints and makes no 
distinction between those who are and aren’t press members.

The Press Council fulfilled the function of voluntary control of the press in the 
first years of its establishment and later progressed to become an institution whose 
decisions were valued and adopted by Turkish society. However, in the years that 
followed, some journalists disagreed with the decisions made; they withdrew their 
signatures from the Council agreement and resigned their membership. The aim 
of this study is to reveal the ethical violations in Turkish media by examining the 
decisions the Press Council has made for the purpose of self-control.

Research Methodology

The study aims to determine the ethical violations exhibited in the Turkish Media 
from the perspective of the Press Council in consideration of it as an important 
professional press organization. In accordance with this aim, the study examines 
the decisions the Press Council made between 2016-2020 within the scope of the 
self-check function and attempts to determine the degree to which journalists have 
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complied with the ethical values identified within the framework of the Profession-
al Principles of the Press. The study will reveal whether differences exist among the 
approaches newspapers, television, and websites used toward the subject by classi-
fying ethical violations with respect to the type of media organization.

The Press Council was established in 1988 and since then has checked press or-
ganizations based on the Professional Principles of the Press by taking action either 
spontaneously or in accordance with complaints made. The Press Advertisement Insti-
tution has undertaken a similar function in Turkey. However, because the Press Adver-
tisement Institution is not officially recognized, the activities and decisions it has made 
are excluded from the study. The decisions made by the Press Council have been taken 
as the data in the study because it is one of the longest-standing professional press or-
ganizations in Turkey and has a civil organizational structure; also, no other self-check 
institution exists in Turkey with a civil status. The study has been limited to a 5-year 
period due to the difficulty of collecting data on the subject, as well as the fact that this 
period is considered sufficient in terms of forming a general opinion.

The study first conducts a literature review and then uses the document anal-
ysis method, a qualitative research design, due to the nature of the problem. The 
decisions the Press Council made between 2016-2020 with respect to self-checks 
and then published as reports were collected as documents. These obtained docu-
ments are subjected to descriptive and content analyses and then converted into 
findings. The decisions the Press Council made on self-checks have been numbered 
according to type by means of descriptive analysis in accordance with the aim of 
the study; content analysis techniques are used to interpret the resulting data.

Discussion and Conclusion

Having gained the power to greater influence society by means of the new media 
order, mass media has committed to obeying these rules by establishing profes-
sional ethical codes in order to avoid strict legal regulations as well as to create 
prestige for the profession of journalism. Self-check mechanisms have been estab-
lished in order to monitor whether these rules are being abided by. Self-check sys-
tems have developed under different names since the early periods of journalism 
in many countries of the world and continue to function today. The most effective 
self-regulatory mechanisms seen in the field of journalism appear as press councils.

In Turkey, actions have been taken to run a self-check system since the early days 
of the press; however, these attempts were generally unsuccessful. The longest-stand-
ing initiative in this field is the Press Council, which was established in 1988. The Pro-
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fessional Principles of the Press adopted by the Press Council through the Press Council 
Contract lays out the general framework of ethical principles that media organs and 
journalists in Turkey can follow while performing their duties. The Press Council ex-
amines complaints regarding publications in the media and decides whether an ethical 
violation has occurred within the framework of the Professional Principles of the Press. 
When the Press Council decides that the Professional Principles of Press have been 
violated, it decides on sanctions either as a “warning” or a “reprimand” against the vi-
olating media organ(s) or media employee(s) and shares its decision with the public.

According to the findings obtained through this study, 64% of the complaints 
the Press Council examined within the scope of its self-check function between 
2016 and 2020 were found to be justified and sanctioned. In regard to decisions on 
sanctions, it penalized with more reprimands than with warnings. When examin-
ing the applications made from the first days of the Press Council to the present, 
the number of applications was determined to have decreased. Despite the diver-
sification in the world of media and the increase in the number of broadcasting 
organizations and publications, the decrease in the number of applications made 
to the Council is thought-provoking. This situation points to both a decrease in the 
effectiveness of the Press Council and a weakening of the only civilian self-check 
mechanism in Turkey.

When examining the complaints made to the Press Council, most applications 
were found to be involved with printed media outlets. The media outlets that violate 
the Professional Principles of the Press the most are national newspapers. An increase 
in the violations caused by websites and social media accounts has been recently ob-
served. No application has been made to the Press Council regarding the national and 
local radio organizations with respect to alleged violations during the 5-year period.

 The article subject to the most ethical violations in Turkish media is Article 4 
of the Professional Principles of the Press, followed directly by Article 6. The third 
most violated article is Article 10. According to these data, ethical violations in 
the media in Turkey are mostly gathered around the issues of attacking personal 
rights, publishing inaccurate news, and attributing legally criminal acts to others. 
The Press Council has made no ethical violation decision regarding Articles 8, 11, 
14, or 15 of the Professional Principles of the Press.

Various problems have been observed to exist regarding the functioning of the 
self-check mechanism in the field of journalism in Turkey. On this point, the study 
may suggest having the Press Council possess a more encompassing and active 
structure as a solution.
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