Ethics Guidelines For Writers

Here are some issues you may encounter  as a regular contributor to Law Technology News, Law Firm Inc. , or Small Firm Business — and some suggestions on how to handle them. 

When in doubt, please contact me immediately.  This is an area where there truly is no such thing as a stupid question. Do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions about these  or other issues.  


And as always, thanks for your contributions!

1.  Separation of “church” (edit) and “state (advertising).”
The core of American Lawyer Media Inc.’s credibility is the very real policy that our  editorial  coverage is never influenced by the vendors who advertise in our magazines.  All decisions for coverage of products and services are based solely on newsworthiness of the item in question. Likewise, we do not play “favorites”  — everybody has an equal shot at coverage. Ultimately, as editor I am responsible only to the readers.  They depend on AmLaw for fair, even-handed coverage. 

 Advertisers cannot buy coverage, and we are ever  vigilant to make sure that there is never  any “perception” of favortism, or “advertorial.”  That’s why we are careful to not place an advertisement  for a company next to any editorial coverage of that company or product. This is also why I spend so much time at tradeshows to assure that all vendors have access to me. 

“Separation of church and state”  is an area that many many vendors do not understand, and that you, as a writer, must be absolutely vigilant about. Therefore, be careful about never saying, even joking, that you are “plugging” any product or service, or joking about a company “buying” coverage.  We have to be very, very careful about perceptions — and you’d be surprised at how many vendors (even big ones) really do not understand this concept. 

2. Conflicts of Interest (Disclosure)  
When you write for us, it is absolutely mandatory that you disclose any affiliations that would color your opinions in any way. For example, if you are a certified consultant for Widget Tools, you must disclose that when you are writing an article in which you analyze tools.  Likewise, if you serve on an advisory board or other such entity. Having a relationship does not necessarily eliminate you as a writer, but it must be disclosed. The key is to give the readers all relevant information they need to “process” your opinion and your credibility. 

The same holds true of any financial interest in a vendor.  For example, you will note that occasionally you will see a tag line that says “American  Lawyer Media has a small equity interest in The Widget Co.”  Once again, the key here is to disclose anything that might cause a reader to question your credibility.  

If you have any paid relationship with a vendor, it absolutely must be disclosed to the editor before you accept  an assignment. In almost all cases, it will eliminate you from writing on particular topics.  This is especially true if you are paid to market a company’s product.  And you can never  accept  money (either directly or indirectly) from a vendor to write an article for us about any of that vendor’s products or services.  (For example, if a vendor offers to give you  a “discount” if you are willing to write a IT@ column.) 

When in doubt, I’m almost always going to decline an request to write. This can be a very, very, very, murky area, and I’m going to be extremely conservative in my decision making. 

Please also be sensitive to the “appearance” of a conflict, as well. If you have any concerns or questions about conflicts of interest, please talk to me about it. 

Please notify me immediately (esp. edit board members) if you change jobs or accept clients that might create conflicts or appearance of conflicts. 

3. Accepting  products and software from vendors.


AmLaw’s policy is that writers  do not accept  anything of value from sources.  The basic concept: We don’t want to give the appearance in any way, shape or form, that we can be “bought.” 

So -- How does that apply in real life?  I basically use the $50 rule.  If it’s worth more than $50, I don’t accept  it.  If I get a gut-level feeling that somebody is trying to “buy” me, I don’t accept it even if it’s a 25-cent pen. 

Use common sense:  convention  tchotchkes (hand-outs) fine;  a new PC, nope. 

Here are some specifics:

a. Hardware: You  may  accept  loaners to try out products, but you may not keep them if they are worth more than $50.  


b.  Software: You may keep software, because of its nature, it’s not really practical to give it back. You many NOT give it to third parties. You must honor all licensing agreements.


c. Meals:  Use common sense and social graces. Keep it reciprocal.  Never give a vendor the idea, subtly or not, that you “owe” them anything.  Always take the check when you can, without creating a scene.  If you have a vendor lunch or dinner scheduled, check with me. I may be able to reimburse you.  

Please advise me before you ask any vendor for evaluation products.  Also, if you do receive an evaluation product you must disclose that in your article (as opposed to your purchasing same.) 

4. Don’t sign NDAs. 


This one’s simple. Do not sign non-disclosure agreements.  Never.  If they won’t show you their stuff without one, we’ll wait.  OTOH,  I do honor embargoes in some situations.  (There is a difference).  When in doubt, call me.

5. Don’t read back your story 

Never read your story to a vendor or source. You may , however, read back a specific quote for accuracy.  Never tell a vendor what spin you are taking; don’t discuss content at all prior to publication. 
   In a nutshell, never promise anything to a vendor. Don’t promise to praise the product, or plug it.  Remember, we have a responsibility only to our readers.

6. Don’t promise coverage. 

Never make any promise about coverage to any vendor (or anyone, for that matter)  – even if you have received an assignment.  Until an issue goes out the door to the printer,  I never know definitively what will be in that issue. On more than one occasion I have ripped up page one because of breaking news.

Again, don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or suggestions re: the above.

Best,

Monica Bay

Editor-in-Chief
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