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Abstract

This article analyzes news media scandals as critical incidents
in journalism. A critical incident can be broadly understood as an
event or development that reflects 'the hows and whys' of journalism.
A part of the research into critical incidents studies these as occur-
rences that are made scandalous by journalistic misdeeds or ethical
lapses. The purpose of this article is twofold: first, theoretically, to
link this understanding of critical incidents to the study and theory
of the scandal. Second, empirically, to analyze how different types
of news media scandals lead to reflection and debate about journal-
ism. To achieve this purpose, the article focuses on two specific types
of news media scandals: the fabrication scandal and the erroneous
information scandal. The two types of scandals bring into question
fundamental standards and practices of journalism, such as 'telling
the truth' and basing stories on 'facts.' They also lead to reflections
on 1) increased competition between news media, 2) the pressure to
produce more stories inside the individual newsroom, 3) the drive to
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get a 'scoop,’ 4) journalism's relationship to powerful and/or anony-
mous sources, and 5) the problems of a 'trust, not supervise' culture
in the newsroom.

KEYWORDS
journalism, scandal, critical incident, fabrication

Introduction

News media scandals occur in many different countries and often
become global news stories when they are uncovered. In the US,
both the Stephen Glass scandal (1998) and the Jayson Blair scandal
(2003) involved reporters who were caught fabricating or plagiariz-
ing their stories. In Great Britain, Sky News reporter James Furlong
fabricated a news story that showed a fake live firing of a cruise mis-
sile at sea in the Persian Gulf during the Iraq War in 2003. In 2011,
the British Tabloid News of World had to shut down due to a phone-
hacking scandal. The latest global media scandal to hit the headlines
is the so-called 'Spiegel-gate' (2018). A prizewinning reporter of the
famous German news magazine was caught fabricating both stories
and sources. Historically, of course, various kinds of news media
scandals have always existed with the Moon Hoax, a series of six
articles about the people living on the moon, published by New York
Sun in 1835, often referenced as one of the first news media scandals
(Thornton, 2000).

Traditionally, the news media is a central part of the scandalization
process: from Watergate to the Panama Papers, many types of scan-
dals are linked to information uncovered by the news media. How-
ever, journalists and news media also sometimes find themselves the
subject of scandals (Lasorsa & Dai, 2007: Fenton, 2019; Kepplinger
& Viererbl, 2021). Historically, there has been a link between the
study of 'scandalous' journalism and the study of critical incidents in
journalism (D'Angelo, 2021). While a critical incident can be broadly
described as "an event or development that leads journalists to
reconsider 'the hows and whys of journalism practice' (Jenkins et
al., 2021: 1), D'Angelo (2021) shows how the concept of the critical
incident has also been linked to paradigm repair research since the
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1980s. In this line of research, according to D'Angelo (2021: 19): "(....)
a critical incident is incited by an occurrence made scandalous by
virtue of journalistic misdeeds and/or ethical lapses that news media
must subsequently promote as an accident.”

In a recent book by Tandoc et al. (2021), the concept of the critical
incident is presented as an entrance point for the discussion on the
changes and challenges that journalism as a profession is facing in
the new millennia. The book builds on the original work by Zelizer
(1992) but expands and updates the debate and concept. Thus, the
book illustrates the many ways that 'critical incidents' can manifest
themselves in today's media landscape, such as when international
journalists cover genocide (Magdenga, 2021) or the use of children
as news sources (Sybert, 2021). This article builds on studies look-
ing at critical incidents as part of paradigm repair research focusing
on journalistic 'misdeeds' and 'ethical lapses' (Bennett et al., 1985;
D'Angelo, 2021). However, we categorize journalistic misdeeds and
ethical lapses under the theoretical headline of scandal research.

Today, scandals have become a frequent and prevalent part of
modern societies (Pollack et al., 2018; Tumber & Waisbord, 2019).
Probably still, most prominent is the political scandal and the media
coverage thereof, which are often the focus of scandal research
(Entman, 2012; Pollack et al., 2018). The second focus in scandal
research, however, are studies that focus on the corporate scandal,
or the CEO scandal, where it is the media's coverage of the wrongdo-
ing of big corporations or their CEOs that are in focus (Kuhn & Lee,
2003; Benediktsson, 2010; Kantola, 2014). The third focus in media
research concerning scandals is the victim's perspective (Karlsen
& Duckert, 2017; Hammarlin, 2019), while a fourth and final focus
is the missteps and wrongdoings of journalists and the news media
(Carlson, 2014; Carlson & Berkowitz, 2014; Fenton, 2019). This article
seeks to contribute, first, theoretically, by linking the understanding
of critical incidents to the study and concept of the scandal. Second,
empirically, by analyzing how different types of news media scandals
lead to critical incidents, causing intense public debate about jour-
nalism's 'hows and whys.'

The article proceeds in the following steps to accomplish the goals
above. First, the article argues that the use of Thompson scandal
theory complements the existing research of critical incidents with
a focus on journalistic misdeeds or ethical lapses in several ways: It
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helps to define, and thus identify, which events can be considered
scandalous, and it helps to explain the relationship between scandal
and power—in this case, the power of the news media. In turn, this
helps explain why scandals themselves can be so powerful and have,
sometimes, such severe consequences for the actors or institutions
involved. Second, the article analyses two specific types of media
scandals—the fabrication scandal and the erroneous information
scandal—and shows precisely how news media scandals function
as critical incidents that bring into question fundamental 'hows and
whys' of journalism.

In this study, this means questioning ideals such as 'telling the
truth' and practices such as basing stories on 'facts.’ Still, the analysis
of these scandals also shows that the scandals lead to specific reflec-
tions on 1) the increased competition between news media, 2) the
pressure to produce more stories inside the individual newsroom,
3) the drive to get a 'scoop,’ 4) journalism's relationship to power-
ful, as well as anonymous sources, and 5) the problems of a 'trust,
not supervise' culture in the newsroom. However, while both types
of scandals lead to reflections on journalism, this reflection stops
when, in the case of fabrication scandals, the responsible reporter
has been punished, usually by being fired, or, in the case of the erro-
neous information scandal, when the scandal has been 'handled’ or
when the scandal no longer receives media attention. Collectively,
therefore, it seems that very little reflection is going on, as each new
scandal most often is presented and discussed without mention of
previous scandals, and only one example of a scandal directly lead-
ing to a change in news media practice was uncovered.

News media scandals and the increased visibility of power

Research-wise, what this article deems 'news media scandals' has
been previously researched under different headlines. Often, cases
of journalistic misconduct have been analyzed based on paradigm
repair theory with a focus on how the news media caught in a scan-
dal have tried to reestablish faith and legitimacy to the journalistic
paradigm after the fact (Cecil, 2002; Hindman, 2005). Studies have
also focused on journalistic transgressions as a question of jour-
nalistic boundary-crossing or journalistic deviance and analyzed
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how media discourse has set the boundaries between what can be
defined as journalism or otherwise (Carlsson & Berkowitz, 2014;
Carlsson, 2014). On the other hand, other studies have focused on
the concept of 'deceptive journalism' or 'journalistic deceptions'
(Govaret et al. 2020, Lasorsa & Dai, 2007). In these studies, the char-
acteristics of so-called deceptive news stories are investigated based
on the assumption that deceptive news stories have several common
characteristics that can be used to identify and analyze these kinds
of stories (Lasorsa & Dai, 2007). In a recent German study, news
media scandals were linked to journalistic norms and the increasing
number of complaints to the German Press Council, indicating that
these norms are declining amongst (some) German journalists (Kep-
plinger & Viererbl, 2021).

As evident from the above, studies of news media scandals address
the issue from various points of view. A way for research to more col-
lectively address news media scandals would be to link their study
closer to studies of other types of scandals, such as the political
scandal (Thompson, 2000). For Thompson (2000, 2005), whose work
was central in placing the political scandal as an important part of
postmodern society, the growing prevalence of scandals in society is
linked to the rise of a new and mediated visibility. This new visibility
is again linked to the question of power. In earlier societies, before
the existence of print media, television, and other types of media, the
elites in power were largely invisible to regular citizens. Like kings
or queens, when the elites did appear, it was for a restricted public,
such as the nobles within the court (Thompson, 2005). This kind of
visibility required co-presence and was also governed by law and
strict social norms. With the rise of print media, television, and the
internet, this all has changed. This change has led to the rise of the
new kind of mediated visibility, where political leaders and other
powerful elites become increasingly visible, sometimes by choice, at
other times through leeks, paparazzi photos, or other types of visual
or audio communication (Thompson, 2005; Trottier, 2018).

According to Thompson (2005), the rise of a new mediated visibil-
ity is a double-edged sword for those in power. On the one hand, the
new visibility may be used to spread and control information, mes-
sages, and images; on the other hand, the new visibility can be a risk
and lead to loss of control and to the exposure of secrets or informa-
tion that may end up threatening those in power. Thus, for Thompson
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(2005), the rise of political scandals in postmodern societies is inex-
plicitly linked to a new mediated visibility most typically exempli-
fied by the news media and investigative journalism. Thompson also
clarifies the basic premise of most political scandals: making visible
something previously hidden or invisible. All in all, Thompson (2000:
13-14) identifies five features of scandal: (1) transgressions of cer-
tain norms or values that, (2) were intended to remain concealed but
become known to others, (3) who disapprove of these transgressions,
(4) publicly express this disapproval, and (5) may damage the repu-
tation of those involved.

In Thompson's view, scandals are linked to questions of power
and holding the powerful elites, the political elite, and other kinds
of power elites of society accountable. As studies about corporate,
financial, or military scandals show, elites can be held accountable
(Tumber & Waisbord, 2019). Indeed, another kind of power elite that
seems to be gaining more scandal attention, though so far perhaps
mostly in public discourse, are journalists and news media own-
ers. As mentioned, the news media scandal has previously been
the subject of research. Still, this research has often been based on
paradigm repair theory, where the focus is not so much the scandal
itself but more on how the affected news media try to rebuild trust in
their brands afterward (Hindman, 2005). However, as Fenton (2019)
states, the study of scandal is as much a study of society's power elites
as a study of ritual or journalistic ideals. Moreover, the news media
and its leading journalists are themselves one such elite.

Though it is common to refer to the news media as powerful, as
agenda-setters, or as the Fourth Estate, the study of journalists and
news media as a power elite is much less common (Mayerhoffer &
Pfetsch, 2018; Fenton, 2019). Traditional elite theory is not blind to
the existence of the news media, of course, but tends to view the news
media as either in opposition to the traditional elites or to focus just
on media owners or leading editors as elite members (Mayerhoffer &
Pfetsch, 2018). Consequently, when compared to the study of polit-
ical elites or business elites, the study of media elites is much less
common. There is, however, good reason to focus on media elites as
they can, at least partially, control and influence the flow of news and
information to society, while they also interact with, and sometimes
influence, other power elites (Mayerhoffer & Pfetsch, 2018; Fenton,
2019). Not only can journalists and the news media be seen as a
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power elite themselves, but the practices of this power elite, despite
its focus on the transparency of political power, are often hidden
and invisible from the common news consumer (Karlsson, 2011).
Indeed, theory on transparency has long argued that viewed from
the outside, 'news' seems to be produced in a black box shrouded in
the mystery of objectivity. Karlsson (2011: 283) sums up this view of
news production: News is produced inside a closed 'fortress news-
room' where journalists 'do’ journalism based on routines that are
invisible to the audience, and when the news product is finished, it
falls out of a black box and appears before the audience. Based on the
backstage/front stage dichotomy, Karlsson (2011) argues that most of
the production of news—the gathering of information, the research,
the talking to the sources, the priorities of the news desk, the editing,
etc.—all take place backstage. From a transparency point of view,
the problem for journalism is that its 'power' comes from journalists'
and news organizations' historical claim of objectively and factually
producing information based on a paradigm of objectivity; therefore,
the news produced can be trusted by the audience (Karlsson, 2011).
However, news production takes place almost entirely backstage and
is mostly invisible, making journalism a hidden and almost archaic
power form viewed from Thompson's (2005) argument about the
invisibility or visibility of power. Based on this, it is easy to under-
stand how news media scandals become global news stories, given
that most of them bring visibility to highly questionable, unethical,
or outright illegal practices of the media elite.

News media scandals and what they reveal about 'the
hows and whys' of journalism

The very basis of the media’s power comes from its assumed objec-
tivity, which is, in itself, threatened by the invisibility of newsroom
practices. One such practice is plagiarism, which is at the root of
several news media scandals (Lewis & Zhong, 2013). Here, studies
suggest that a lack of clear rules on attribution in many newsrooms
makes it difficult for reporters to draw a clear line between attribution
and plagiarism (Hartley, Wittchen, & Blach-@rsten, 2020). However,
studies also suggest that news media are reluctant to impose such
rules and thus often leave it up to reporters to make up their own
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rules in this area. These rules may then vary from reporter to reporter,
with some reporters more likely to consider attribution optional if
under pressure to produce or if the creator of the original content was
considered to be less experienced (Lewis & Zhong, 2013). The pres-
sure to produce content might also be the reason newsrooms resist
firm rules on attribution or are hesitant to introduce practices where
editors fact check their reporter's content (Blach-@rsten, Hartley, &
Wittchen, 2018).

Other practices often leading to news media scandals are the
practices of deception and fabrication. In one study by Lasorsa &
Dai (2007), the focus was on journalistic deceptions from 1998 to
2004. They found that different types of fabrication, such as 'source
fabrication,’ 'fact fabrication,' 'quote fabrication," or 'full fabrica-
tion' accounted for most of the deceptive news while also finding
many examples of plagiarism. They conclude, amongst other things,
that the deceptions were possible because warning signs, such as
a reporter with a high rate of corrections, were not communicated
from newsroom to newsroom between organizations; that relation-
ships between editors and reporters were built on trust without
supervision; and that a lack of reporting standards and clear rules
made reporters make up rules of their own (Lasorsa & Dai, 2007).

Taken together, the studies on news media scandals caused by pla-
giarism, deception, and fabrication all point to hard questions about
the 'how's and whys' of journalism. Some point to the pressure to
produce content; some point to a morally 'flexible' newsroom culture
when it comes to following ethical rules and other types of guide-
lines; others again point to a lack of clarity in both newsroom policies
and professional codes. In sum, news media scandals question core
ideals, values, and practices such as 'telling the truth,' 'being objec-
tive,' producing 'original reporting,’ and basing stories on 'facts.’
While studies show that some news media scandals lead to debate
and reflection on newsroom practices, others point to an overall lack
of willingness to more potently address these issues, especially from
inside the newsroom (Kepplinger & Viererbl, 2021).
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Research setting and methodology

The present work studies news media scandals using Denmark as
a case study. Denmark is part of the democratic corporatist media
system, emphasizing public service and private news media subsi-
dies (Blach-@rsten & Willig, 2016). Despite recent changes caused by
increased commercialization and digitalization, the Danish media
system remains robust, with a high degree of traditional media use
by most Danes and an above-average willingness to pay for news
(Schreder et al., 2020). Studies of news media scandals suggest that
competition and shifting journalistic norms are attributed to a ris-
ing number of news media scandals (Kepplinger & Viererbl, 2021).
Though Danish news media remain robust despite increased com-
mercialization and digitalization, studies of Danish news media also
suggest that competition is on the rise (Allern et al., 2021) and that
fewer reporters produce more news stories (Blach-@rsten, 2013).
However, studies on media ethics also show a high degree of com-
pliance amongst journalists and new media organizations (Blach-
Orsten & Lund, 2015), while also showing a relatively stable number
of complaints to the Danish Press Council from 1999 to 2019 (Blach-
Qrsten, Wittchen & Hartley, 2021).

The starting year for the analysis is 2004, with the Frank Esman-
plagiarism scandal. Though the first scandal in Denmark does not
involve a reporter, referring to plagiarism in a book rather than a
news report, the scandal set a new public and political agenda on
the subject. Also, it led to new and more precise rules on what consti-
tutes plagiarism by the Danish Ministry of Culture in 2006'. In other
words, this scandal helped to open up journalists and, by extension,
the news media to public scrutiny in a new way. This is important
because a challenge when researching news media scandals is the
fact that despite notable exceptions, they often receive little attention
from the news media themselves, who may fear that reporting about
scandals in other news media could damage their own news media's
reputation or be seen as an attack on competitors (Kepplinger &
Viererbl, 2021). This is not helpful because meta-journalism, jour-
nalism about journalism, only plays a small role in many countries,
Denmark included (Blach-@rsten, Hartley & Flensburg, 2018). All in
all, this presents a fundamental challenge to the study of media scan-
dals, which we will return to later.
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As the first step to this study, we constructed a list of news media
scandals based on previous studies. This list consisted of four types
of media scandals: 'fabrication scandals,’ 'plagiarism scandals,'
erroneous-information scandals,' and 'the hacking scandal." When
categorizing the scandals, we used Thompson (2000), characterizing
the incidents according to what was criticized, made scandalous,
in each incident, and which journalistic norms or values were sup-
posed to stay hidden from the public. Like Lasorsa & Dai (2007), we
then sought out the potential scandals using databases, specifically
Infomedia, which holds the largest database of Danish newspaper
(online and paper) articles. Inspired by criteria developed in previous
studies of scandals in Danish news media (Allern et al., 2012; Pollack
et al., 2018), we focused on the mention of search words separately
and together in different search strings. These search words included
but were not limited to: 'scandal,’ 'journalist,’ 'news media,' 'news,’'
'media organizations,' 'criticism,' 'correction,’ 'press council.' 'jour-
nalism ethics,' 'sound press ethics,' 'fired,' or 'let go.' The names of
the leading Danish news media were also included as search words.
A separate search in the magazine Journalisten, the Danish Union
of Journalists' magazine, was also conducted using the same search
words and search strings. Finally, the same search words were used
as the basis of a Google search to catch the coverage of the scandals
in news media or magazines not found in the Infomedia database.
Like Allern et al. (2012:31) a requirement for a case to be registered
as a scandal is that the case has been reported as ‘scandalous’ by the
news media. However, unlike Allern et al. (2012) we did not require
a scandal to be reported by a specific number of news media or for a
specific period of time. The reason for this is the aforementioned lim-
ited amount of meta-journalistic coverage in the news media. A good
deal of the scandals uncovered by this study did receive substantial
coverage in national news media, but other scandals were only cov-
ered by more niche-oriented media.

Using these search words, 19 news media scandals from 2004 to
2021 were identified and listed. These 19 news media scandals con-
sisted of seven fabrication scandals, six erroneous information scan-
dals, five plagiarism scandals, and one hacking scandal. An impor-
tant caveat is, however, the aforementioned lack of 'journalism about
journalism'. It is thus likely that the 19 news media scandals that we
did uncover are not a complete list of news media scandals men-
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tioned in Danish news media from 2004 to 2021, but only a list of the
most covered, high-profile scandals (see also Lasorsa & Dai, 2007:
164).

Having already written extensively on plagiarism in a Danish con-
text (Blach-@rsten, Hartley, & Wittchen, 2018; Hartley, Wittchen, &
Blach-Qrsten, 2020), we focused on two other types of prominent
news media scandals in this study: the fabrication scandal and the
erroneous information scandal. We analyze these scandals based on
the following RQ:

RQ 1: Which type of debate, criticism, and reflections about 'the
hows and whys of journalism'’ did the coverage of the fabrication scan-
dals and the erroneous information scandals from 2004 to 2021 cause
in the Danish news media?

Analysis

In the following, we first analyze how the fabrication scandal raises
serious questions about journalism's relationship to 'the truth.' We
then analyze the erroneous information scandal and how this type of
scandal questions the journalism practice of basing stories on 'facts.’

Questioning 'truth': The 'fabrication’ scandal—when parts of stories or
entire stories are made up

In our material, the fabrication scandal is the most common type
of news media scandal. It is also probably the most well-known type
of news media scandal, as it aligns with the scandals made famous by
Stephen Glass and Jayson Blair.

In 2005, Danish viewers of public service station TV 2 evening
news bulletin learned that a heavily armed gang called Triple-A
wanted to "take over fucking Zealand, Copenhagen. All of Denmark"
(Politiken?). However, it later turned out that there was no such gang.
The fabrication resulted from TV 2’s focus on gangs and a production
company that was using young people for a promotional video to
brand a new clothing company. TV 2 somehow used the tape made
for the music video as a part of a larger story on gangs and violence
in Denmark. Politicians and police started investigating the gang, but
soon the young people from the video withdrew the quotes, which
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were made up as a "joke," and the police concluded that no gang
named Triple-A existed. This led to massive criticism of TV 2, and the
editor of TV 2 news was given a new position in the organization due
to the scandal. At first, TV 2 denied the accusations, but after four
weeks, mounting evidence, and public and political criticism, they
withdrew the story and apologized®. The then-existing free newspa-
per, Urban, broke the story*. Still, it was also covered by an extended
range of other news media, such as tabloid Ekstra Bladet, broadsheet
Berlingske, and the business newspaper Borsen.

In 2007, the second public service channel in Denmark, Denmark's
Radio (DR), was heavily critiqued for telling the story of how Danish
troops were leaving Iraq, while the images of the truck used as foot-
age were actually going into Iraq. The foreign correspondent, Jeppe
Nybroe, was responsible for the story. The fabrication was uncovered
by the editor of the then-existing free newspaper, Nyhedavisen, and
featured in the evening bulletin of TV 2. The scandal led to mas-
sive criticism of DR in the Danish Press, and Nybroe resigned. DR's
ombudsman also carried out an internal investigation of Nybroe but
found no other fabrications®. The story was also covered by other
news media such as the broadsheet paper Jyllands-Posten, the tab-
loid newspaper Ekstra Bladet, and the regional newspaper Nordjyske.

In 2011, the Danish Magazine Journalisten® uncovered that a free-
lance journalist working for Information as a correspondent in the
UK had quoted a police chief who died in 2006. The correspondent,
Mads Qvortrup, had also quoted other sources, who denied ever
having spoken to the Danish journalist. The story was also covered
by larger news media such as public service media, DR, the broad-
sheet newspaper Politiken, and the online magazine Mediawatch.
However, no internal investigation was carried out, and the journal-
ist resigned from Information, explaining that he was not a trained
journalist but an academic. Therefore, he did not know the rules and
norms of quoting in journalism. Reporting done by Journalisten sug-
gested that internal sources had made the editor-in-chief aware of
the problem. However, the then editor in chief said that the scandal
was due to “sloppiness”’ on the part of the reporter and that it was an
internal matter that had been handled”.

In 2014, the sports reporter Michael Qureshi (MQ) was accused of
fabrication while working for the tabloid newspaper Ekstra Bladet.
The newspaper had to withdraw an interview he had made with a
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famous football player. This was done relatively quietly, but a televi-
sion sports program found the withdrawal of the interview so curi-
ous that they started their own investigation of MQ. On December 2,
2015, the program documented that MQ had used fake sources in his
previous work; both quotes from sources he had never talked to and
sources whose existence could not be verified by other reporters®.
The scandal that also affected MQ's former places of employment,
another tabloid newspaper, BT, and a sports magazine, was covered
on and off until September 8, 2016, when the Danish police dropped
the criminal investigation into MQ's reporting (see also Blach-@rsten
etal., 2018; Hartley et al., 2021).

In the spring of 2016, Her og Nu, a weekly gossip magazine, pub-
lished a story saying that the Danish crown prince secretly had sex
with prostitutes and that this had gone for years. As a source, they
quoted a Danish writer and sexologist who, in an interview with the
magazine, had said a book he had written as fiction about a prostitute
who had sex with someone from the Danish royal family, in reality,
was based on a true story involving the crown prince. However, as
soon as Journalisten®, the magazine of the Danish Union of Journal-
ists, started investigating the story and claimed that it conflicted with
the guiding rules of press ethics, the source retracted everything and
said that all the quotes in the magazine where he pointed to the fact
the crown prince had sex with prostitutes were pure fabrications
made up by the magazine. The magazine's chief editor first claimed
to stand by the story but was quickly let go by the publishers, who
also retracted and apologized for the story.

In August 2019, one of the leading Danish newspapers, Jyllands-
Posten, fired a cultural reporter and their cultural editor. This was
because the reporter wanted the paper to cover an exhibition he
was involved with as an artist. The paper refused to do this due to a
lack of resources. The reporter then interviewed himself as an artist
and put another reporter's name on the interview. The fabrication
was discovered by the cultural editor, who at first reprimanded the
reporter. However, the editor failed to inform the chief editor of the
reporter's wrongdoing, and consequently, both the reporter and the
editor were let go from their positions. The story was uncovered by
the culture magazine Ekko' and was also covered by the news site
Mediawatch.
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In January of 2021, DR broke a story about freelance photographer
Michael Fonsmark, who throughout his career had staged and fab-
ricated events that he either filmed or photographed and then sold
to various news media. The most famous of these fabrications took
place in 1998 when he sawed off the head of the statue of The Little
Mermaid in Copenhagen and then sold his exclusive photos of the
event to the news media. Even though most of the fabrications by
Fonsmark had happened years earlier, DR said in a statement from
January 2021 that they would introduce new guidelines concern-
ing acquiring pictures or videos from external suppliers as a conse-
quence of the scandal. It was DR who broke the story even though DR
was also involved in the case'.

Crossing a line that cannot be crossed

Taken together, it is evident by the brief summations above that
there is a line that cannot be crossed and that crossing it has severe
consequences for the reporters or others involved. The public criti-
cism is also severe, even from within the newsroom. In the case of
TV 2 and the Triple-A scandal, the board of TV 2 criticized the story
publically, saying it had damaged the credibility of the TV station
and underlining that such mistakes cannot be repeated (Politiken'?).
The then-head news editor of TV 2, Michael Dyrby, also publicly con-
ceded that the story had damaged the image of the TV 2 station in
the eyes of the public®. In the case of Jeppe Nybroe, the then news
editor of DR, Ulrik Haagerup, also said in response to the scandal: "I
take this matter very seriously. Credibility is essential to DR and this
cannot happen again' (...)." In the case of Michael Qureshi, Ekstra
Bladet went on a communication offensive, holding press meetings
and talking extensively to other news media about the case, explain-
ing and apologizing for the manipulation's. And in the 2021 case con-
cerning the fabrications of Michael Fonsmark, it was DR who broke
the story even though DR was also involved in the case. This helped
DR take control of the story and be the first to apologize for using
Fonsmark, even though his staged work had also conned other news
media throughout the years.

There had been clear warning signs beforehand in many of the
scandals, mostly from other reporters within the newsroom, warn-
ing of the stories done by Jeppe Nybore or Michael Qureshi. Still,
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these warning signs were either overlooked or never made it to the
responsible editors. Finally, in many cases, the news media choose
to present the scandals as the works of a few 'bad apples' (Cecil, 2002;
Ogbebor, 2020), who were then either let go or demoted a solution
to the problem. Most news media did not deny the accusation once
they were made public, with TV 2 and Triple-A as an exception: both
the editor responsible for the story and the head of the News section
wrote a lengthy defense of the story before eventually retracting it'¢. If
the scandals led to any change inside the new organizations involved
in the fabrication scandals, this remains only vague from the media
coverage. Thus, as a response to the Jeppe Nybroe scandal, the then
head of DR News stated that: "In DR News we have learned a lot from
the case!’(...)" and the head of TV 2 news said that the story of Triple-
A had made them reconsider how they present stories and as well as
reconsider the risk of oversimplifying stories'®.

Altogether, the seven fabrication scandals led editors, politicians,
and experts to reflect on several essential 'hows and whys' of jour-
nalism, such as the pressure to produce more stories inside the indi-
vidual newsroom, the drive to get a scoop, as well as on the problems
of a 'trust, not supervise' culture in the newsroom.

Questioning the 'facts": When stories, either deliberately or by
accident, are based on erroneous information

With six scandals falling into this category, this is the second most
common type of high-profile news media scandal uncovered in our
material.

In 2008 and 2009, a political scandal known as the 'Special Forces
book scandal' broke in the Danish news media. The scandal con-
cerned a former soldier who had served in the Danish Special Forces,
who wrote a book about his experiences. The Minister of Defense
and the Department of defense labeled the book a threat to national
security and wanted it redrawn from the book market (Blach-@rsten,
2011). Asan argument supporting the fact that the book was a national
threat, the defense minister stated that a translation of the book into
Arabic was already available on the net. The tabloid newspaper
BT published a link to this supposed translation shortly after that.
However, the newspaper quickly removed the link, claiming that the
translation was nonsensical. At the same time, it was revealed that
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an insider from the Danish Defense Command translated the docu-
ment'. All leading news media covered the case in Denmark. It was
later revealed that BT got the translated book from the Defense Com-
mand, though the editor responsible at BT defined this at first, stating
he found the translation online®, only later to change his statement
to Politiken, and say that he was not so sure, if and where he saw the
book?'. In the end, the scandal had no consequences for BT or the
responsible editor.

In 2010, following several weeks of coverage of the "Maria-mur-
der®," the brutal murder of a twenty-year-old young woman in the
city of Herning in Jutland, readers woke up to the front page of Dan-
ish tabloid Ekstra Bladet showcasing a large picture of an unknown
citizen of Herning named Jan Lindholdt Mikkelsen. Ekstra Bladet
publicized that he was charged with the murder. Mikkelsen spent 18
days in custody until DNA cleared him of all suspicions. The accused
was so distressed by the wrongful accusation and being on the front
page that he considered suicide while in prison. Because his lawyer
had failed to ask for protection of his identity, Ekstra Bladet did not
violate any ethical rules by placing Lindholdt Mikkelsen on the front
page; this was met by massive criticism by the public and politicians
alike®, with the politicians using the scandal as a reason for revis-
iting the Media Responsibility Act** (see also Blach-@rsten & Lund,
2015). In the end, the editor-in-chief apologized but also underlined
that the newspaper hadn't violated ethical rules in the process of cov-
ering the story. The scandal also led to a significant debate on the
amount given in compensation to victims of journalistic scandals, as
Jan Lindholdt Mikkelsen received just 37.000 KR.

In 2013, DR ran a story based on a local and regional election exit
poll. The Exit poll claimed that the Social Democratic Party would
suffer a severe setback, and DR began to run more stories based on
this scenario. The exit poll, however, got the result completely wrong.
The Social Democrats had a very good election and maintained their
position as the biggest party, regionally and locally. The story started
with a massive critique of DR* and fellow public broadcaster TV 2 for
their use of exit polls and their failure to take the statistics uncertain-
ness of such polls into account.

Consequently, DR apologized® and changed their practice using
exit polls so that DR can be more careful using, and sometimes not
using, exit polls in their election coverage®. Much other news media
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expressed similar concerns regarding the use of exit polls. DR's
ombudsman also delivered severe criticism on the use of exit polls?.

In 2014, the newspaper Politiken wrote on the front page that
the current Prime Minister Lars Lokke Rasmussen was resigning®.
The information came from what the political editor called a "good
source;" however, this was not true. The editor-in-chief of Politiken,
Bo Lidegaard, gave several interviews apologizing for the story®. The
incident had no consequences for staff, and Lidegaard did not resign
but promised to make sure that the credibility of Politiken would
be rebuilt and that they would have to consider all stories based on
anonymous sources very carefully in the future. Though Politiken
caught most of the flack on the story, similar and sometimes identi-
cal stories of Lokke's possible resignation were also reported by other
news media, including Berlingske, Jyllands-Posten, and Borsen®, sto-
ries for which they also apologized®.

In 2018, the newspaper Jyllands-Posten® published a story online
that, in large parts, was based on a story from Austrian tabloid news-
paper Kronen Zeitung. The story claimed that 20,000 immigrants
were waiting at the border of the EU and that most of them were
armed with knives. The Independent Danish news site, Altinget**,
ran the story and uncovered no independent documentation for the
claims in the Jyllands-Posten's version of the story. Jyllands-Posten,
however, stood by their article® and also defended it in an article on
Altinger*®. The facts of the story were later debunked®. Jyllands-Posten
then ran a correction of the story but did not retract it.

In 2021, right up to an election in Greenland, public service sta-
tion TV 2 published a story alleging that the leading candidate, Mtite
Egede, had attended meetings that could have positively affected his
personal finances through a company he owned®. The candidate
immediately contacted TV 2 and told them that the story was wrong,
but it took TV 2 two days to acknowledge this and correct the arti-
cle®. The tabloid newspaper, Ekstra Bladet, then uncovered that the
reporters, who put their name on the story, had tried to get out of
writing the story because they could not get the facts in the story veri-
fied. They were, however, pressured by an editor to publish the story
anyway”. This editor then chooses to resign from TV 2, saying she
had failed when she pushed the story*. TV 2 has since apologized for
the story*?, but this has not brought a close to the story or the ques-
tion of how a story with no facts got published by a leading public
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service news media like TV 2, a question that the Danish minister for
culture also wants answered*, as does the newly elected government
in Greenland, which Mute Egede, the falsely accused candidate, is
now heading*.

Negotiating the 'facts'

Getting the facts wrong is a severe problem for news media, espe-
cially if these erroneous facts involve politics or politicians, as was
the case with the erroneous stories on then Prime Minister Lars
Lokke Rasmussen from politics, the unreliable exit polls used to
cover the regional and local elections, and the case about the elec-
tion in Greeland and Mute Egede. Looking at the consequences for
the reporters and news media involved, however, getting the facts
wrong is not as bad as making up the facts altogether. So while the
news media scandals concerning erroneous led to a good deal of crit-
icism and self-reflection, they did not lead to reporters being fired for
their mistakes, as was the case with some of the fabrication scandals.
An exception here is TV 2 and the erroneous story on Mute Egede,
where the responsible editor resigned. It is, however, also possible
for news media to 'negotiate' the facts, as Jyllands-Posten tried to do
in the story from Kronen Zeitung. Here, Jyllands-Posten, for a long
time, referred back to the original source in Austria and the Austrian
government. However, a lot of evidence suggested that the 'facts’ Jyl-
lands-Posten had based their story on were not verified. Altogether,
the six erroneous information scandals led editors, politicians, and
experts to some of the same types of reflections as was evident from
the fabrication scandals, such as the news media's drive to get a
'scoop, its relationship to anonymous sources®, as well as the prob-
lems of a 'trust, not supervise' culture in the newsroom.

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been twofold: first, theoretically, to
link this understanding of critical incidents to the study and theory
of the scandal. Second empirically, to analyze how different types of
news media scandals lead to reflection and debate about the stand-
ards and practices of journalism. We have thus tried to answer the
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following RQ: Which type of debate, criticism, and reflections about
'the hows and whys' of journalism did the coverage of the fabrication
scandals and the erroneous information scandals from 2004 to 2021
cause in Danish news media?

Though less covered than political scandals, our analysis of the two
types of news media scandals clearly shows that the scandals lead to
public criticism and reflections about 'the hows and whys' of journal-
ism. Taken together, we find the two types of media scandals lead to
serious questions about some of the fundamental 'hows and whys'
of journalism, such as journalism's relationship to 'telling the truth,’'
'reporting objectively,’ and basing stories on 'facts.' We also find that
crossing the line between news and fabrication often has severe con-
sequences, though mainly for the individual reporters, rather than
the news organizations involved. Getting the 'facts' wrong also has
consequences, but they are far from as severe as fabrication scandals.

Concerning reflections, we further find that the scandals lead news
media and editors to reflect on 1) the increased competition between
news media, 2) the pressure to produce more stories inside the indu-
vial newsroom, and 3) the drive to get an exclusive 'scoop.’ This is evi-
dent from scandals such as the Qureshi scandal, the scandal about
Lars Lokkes' 'fake' resignation and the Exit-poll scandal. News media
scandals have also led editors to reflect on; 4) journalism relationship
to powerful and or anonymous sources, such as in the scandal about
the 'Special Service-book,' for instance, in Lars Lokke's fake resigna-
tion, and, most recently, in TV 2's 'Greenland-scandal.' Finally, the
news media scandals covered in this article have led to reflections on
5) the problems of a 'trust, not supervise' culture in the newsroom,
which comes up with the Qureshi scandal and Jeppe Nybroe scandal.

The news media scandals have also led to a higher awareness
amongst editors as to the need to maintain credibility and trust,
which has been evident in the editorial response to a good deal of
the scandals and has also been used as an argument for sanction-
ing or firing the scandalized reporters. However, most of the scan-
dals seem to be 'solved' by the news media apologizing and promis-
ing to do better in the future. Outside the news media, the scandals
have had general consequences for the Danish media system: some
have fueled political demands for more control of the news media
and new and stricter guidelines for the news media. Indeed, the gen-
eral guidelines for press ethics in Denmark were updated in 2013 as
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adirect consequence of some of the news media scandals featured in
this article (see also Blach-@rsten & Lund, 2015).

In sum, the increased visibility that the news media have brought
about, according to Thompson (2000), has also increased the visibil-
ity of news media organizations themselves. This is especially true
in the critical incidents that we have examined in this article, where
the visibility caused by news media scandals has brought light to
highly questionable journalistic and news media practices, as well as
raising serious questions about journalists' and news organizations'
historical claim that they produce objective and factual information.
The news media scandals caused by fabrication or erroneous infor-
mation point to blind spots inside the 'black box' of the newsroom's
'fortress." The control and fact-checking of information that is an
essential mission for modern journalism is sometimes lacking when
it concerns the 'inside' control of the information being produced by
the news media themselves.

It is also interesting to note that while journalists and news media
themselves have actively engaged in the debate about several of the
news media scandals mentioned here, they almost always do so
referring to the scandals in a journalistic discourse highlighting pro-
fessionalism and ethical rules, and most often casting blame on a few
bad apples. And all through the scandals have led to alot of reflection
on behalf of the news media, they seem to have led to little observ-
able change in news media practice, with the revised use, or not use,
of exit polls as perhaps the only example of a scandal directly leading
to changed practice.
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