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Introduction
Trust

If you're wondering why this manual exists, the answer
is simple: trust.

The media only works the way it should when people,
both in the public and private sectors, trust it. So how
do you earn that trust?

That’s what we’re here to figure out.

This manual provides practical guidance for media pro-
fessionals across industries in Laos.

It outlines key procedures, tools, and considerations for
navigating today’s evolving media landscape responsi-

bly and ethically.

Itis intended to support accuracy, safety, and contextual
awareness in media production and reporting in Laos.
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I. Introduction: Earning Trust
Through Honest Reporting

Trust is the foundation of any credible media. Without it, the pow-
er of journalism to inform, question, and change society vanishes.
Even in the Lao context, where most outlets are state-owned, eth-
ics must not be optional.

Every time you publish, you make a choice:

« Do readers believe your reporting?

« Do the public and private sectors respect you?

« Does your work serve the public interest?

That choice matters. This manual equips journalists in Laos with
clear, actionable guidance, on accuracy, transparency, fairness,
source protection, and professionalism, to earn and sustain trust
with every story.

In Laos, the media landscape is shaped by a mix of state-owned
outlets, emerging private players, and a fast-moving online envi-
ronment where news and rumors often travel side by side.

Social media platforms have opened space for more voices, but
they have also made it easier for unverified information, clickbait,
and disinformation to spread before facts are confirmed.

The result? A growing skepticism.

Audiences are questioning not only what they read, but why they

should believe it. Even reliable outlets risk being judged by the

lowest common denominator in the information ecosystem.
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- Tight regulatory frameworks mean journalists often have to navigate
reporting within clearly defined limits, while still aiming for fairness and
accuracy.

« Limited access to timely official information can push some outlets
toward speculation or over-reliance on social media sources.

« Economic pressures make media organizations more vulnerable to
sponsored content and advertiser influence, which can blur editorial lines.

What this manual will help you do:

- Recognize ethical risks before they damage your credibility.

- Handle information from digital and offline sources with rigor.
« Respond to breaking news without compromising accuracy.

« Protect yourself and your colleagues in challenging reporting
environments.

« Build transparency into your newsroom culture so audiences
can see how you work, not just what you publish.

Trust isn’t built in a single headline, it’s earned with every decision, every
fact check, every conversation with a source, and every correction when
mistakes happen.

Il. The Lao Media Context
2.1 Media Ownership & Freedom

In Laos, nearly all media are state-owned and all media activities must work
in line with the national legislation.

The Ethical Journalism section of the Lao Media Law states:

“The highest principle of Lao media is to serve the mission of building
and protecting the nation, ensuring peace, independence, democracy, uni-
ty, and prosperity under the leadership of the Lao People’s Revolutionary
Party. Regardless of the field or environment, journalists must work toward
this ultimate goal”

As of mid-2025, Laos has no official media ethics committee.
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Globally, Laos ranks 150 out of 180 in the 2025 Press Freedom Index, an
improvement of three spots from the previous year. Local press has seen
gradual increases in editorial flexibility and openness.

According to the law, “the media serves as a platform for citizens’ right to
g ) P g
information. Journalists must be objective, honest (loyal to the Party), and
respectful of the truth”

2.2 Public Hesitancy

A key challenge remains: many people are hesitant to speak with journalists,
not just on sensitive topics, but also everyday subjects like education, tour-
ism, or food.

This reluctance makes it harder to gather accurate information and meet in-
ternational standards of ethical journalism.

Building a strong and credible media sector requires transparency, account-
ability, and public trust.

This can only be achieved through collaboration among journalists, NGOs,
schools, and government institutions.

Together, they can foster a media environment that supports the public good
and national development.

2.3 A Changing Landscape

Despite constraints, the Lao media environment is evolving . Some outlets
are pushing the boundaries of editorial space, covering social issues, local
events, or human-interest stories more openly.

There’s cautious optimism that with robust ethical practices, journalism can
)
play a more influential role in community dialogue and national discourse.

The Lao media environment is gradually evolving, largely driven by chang-
ing news consumption habits.
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Facebook has become the main source of information, with most official an-
nouncements, government updates, and public notices shared directly on the
platform.

Meanwhile, TikTok is rapidly gaining popularity, capturing a growing share
of social media traffic and influencing how younger audiences consume news.

This shift provides more options for engaging readers, including multimedia
storytelling, short-form videos, and interactive posts.

News organizations in Laos are beginning to experiment with these formats,
recognizing that audiences now expect timely, accessible, and interactive
news beyond traditional print or broadcast channels.

2.4 Legal Overview

Lao laws regulate media operations tightly. Journalists must
navigate legal frameworks carefully, balancing the obligation to
inform with the need to avoid defamation, prohibited content,
or disinformation.

This manual does not replace legal advice but supports jour-

nalists in ethical decision-making within the boundaries of the
law.
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Illl. Core Ethical Principles
3.1 Accuracy

Accuracy isn’t optional! it’s the bedrock of credibility.

« Verify: Every fact, names, dates, data, quotes, should be checked with mul-
tiple sources wherever possible.

« Fact-check Rigorously: Even trusted sources can err. Use documents,
public records, direct communications, and official statements to verify facts.

- Own your mistakes: Mistakes happen. When they do, acknowledge them
honestly and make corrections in a timely and visible way.

« Don’t Rush: Don’t rush to publish reports based on assumptions or unver-
ified tips. Let the story breathe until facts are confirmed.

- Explain Uncertainty: If complete verification isn’t possible, acknowledge
it. Phrases like “reported to be” or “according to the available data” build
reader trust.

3.2 Fairness & Transparency

Fair treatment and honesty build respect, for both your sources and your
readers.

« No Deception: Don't lie, mislead, or fabricate identities to gain access. Ex-
ceptions are rare and must be approved by senior staff.

« No Pressure: Avoid coercion, don’t promise coverage or threaten with-
drawal. Let people speak (or decline) freely.

« Clear Identity: Always identify yourself as a journalist when interviewing
or gathering information. Only skip disclosure in extraordinary cases, and

only with permission.

- Responsible Public Observation: Cover events in public spaces fairly.
Don’t mislead by disguising motives or roles.

- Exceptions for Hidden Reporting: In rare cases, like undercover work,
deceit may be justified. Always seek and document editorial approval.
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3.3 Balance & Right to Respond

Justice in reporting demands giving people a chance to be heard.

- Right to Respond: If reporting criticism, allegations, or negative implica-
tions about someone, offer them a fair opportunity to respond.

« Inviting Meaningful Replies: Provide enough context and detail so sourc-
es can give substantive replies, not generic denials.

. Include All Perspectives: Strive for an unbiased view: sources, witnesses,
experts, official data, and dissenting voices.

« Proceed Even Without Responses: If someone declines comment, contin-
ue reporting fairly. Explain that they were approached but didn’t reply.

3.4 Attribution & Originality
Proper crediting builds credibility, and helps avoid ethical pitfalls.

« Acknowledge Others: Cite publications, researchers, or journalists when
referencing their work.

E.g. “As reported by Vientiane Times on ..”

- Label Unverified Claims: If sharing secondhand information, make the
source clear.

« Maintain Attribution for Scoops: Even after verifying major develop-
ments, credit outlets that broke the story first.

- Avoid Plagiarism: Never copy, always paraphrase and attribute. Use quotes
sparingly and clearly.

« Archive Reuse with Care: Reuse past content only when necessary. Re-
write and update to stay current.
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3.5 Clear Sourcing & Record-Keeping

Readers deserve to know where information came from, and you need docu-
mentation for safety and accountability.

. Contextualize Source Types: Mention whether information came from a
live interview, phone call, email, official statement, or document.

- Maintain Records: Keep detailed notes, timestamps, consent, original au-
dio/transcripts, in secure archives.

- Transparency About Limitations: If a source requested anonymity, note
that for readers: e.g,, “a senior ministry official, speaking on condition of an-
onymity...”

- Be Prepared for Scrutiny: If your work is challenged, or you face legal
pressure, accurate records are your strongest defense.

3.6 Protecting Source Identities

In Laos, protecting sources is both ethical and critical, given the specific so-
cial and political context.

- Anonymity for Safety: Grant it only when revealing identity could cause
harm.

- Informed Consent: Explain risks and get permission before granting an-
onymity.

« Secure Handling: Keep audio, documents, and source details encrypted
and access-restricted.

« Evaluate Risk:

- Is the information politically sensitive?
« Could certain individuals or communities face backlash?
« Is publication in the public interest?
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IV. Ethical Decision-Making in Practice

4.1 Daily Reporting Checklist
Before you hit “publish,” ask:

1. Have I checked key facts with multiple sources?

2.Did I give relevant parties a chance to respond?

3. Did anyone request anonymity or privacy, and did I handle that properly?
4. Am [ transparent about how information was obtained?

5. Have I credited other sources and outlets?

6. Is there any bias or conflict I should disclose?

7. Does this story serve the public interest?

If the answer to any of these is no, stop and reassess.

4.2 Handling Political Pressure

Powerful figures may try to influence reporting. Virtually state-owned media
sometimes face internal editorial constraints.

- Stay Firm on Facts: Don’t let pressure shape the story. If errors are made,
correct them.

- Seek Editorial Support: If pressured, involve a senior editor. If a story is
blocked, the team should evaluate the situation with caution.

« Transparent Disclaimers: If you couldn’t get a response from someone in
power, say so. It is due process.

- When to Decline: If faced with demands to censor or punish journalists,

seriously consider not running the piece. Doing so transparently is often bet-
ter than publishing under duress.

4.3 Handling Sensitive Topics

Journalists may need to cover topics around religion, ethnicity, gender, inter-
nal politics, or regional issues.
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« Cultural Sensitivity: Consult with local experts to avoid misuse of sacred
or sensitive symbols.

- Privacy and Dignity: Don’t show graphic images of conflict, children, or
distressed people unless essential and contextualized.

. Consult Experts: Use human rights, religious leaders, or anthropologists to
provide balanced explanations.

- Avoid Defamation: In legal grey areas, back allegations with documents, or
avoid publishing until verified.

4.4 Engaging Your Readers
Don’t treat readers as passive. Invite transparency:

« Corrections Policy: Let readers know how you handle errors.

« Public Ongoing Dialogue: Use your platform, online or offline, to answer ques-

tions or host discussions about journalistic methods, challenges, and decisions.

Lao Journalism Ethics Case Study Bank

1. Accident Victim Naming
Scenario:

A minibus crash in Bolikhamxay leaves multiple people injured. You have
names from a police source and a relative who posted publicly on Facebook.
Some victims are minors.

Ethical Dilemma:

Do you publish names and photos immediately, or wait for official confir-
mation?
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Considerations:

« Privacy vs. public interest

« Risk of misinformation if early reports are wrong

o Cultural norms around publicizing personal tragedy

Discussion Questions:
« When does public interest outweigh the family’s right to privacy?
« If one family shares the name publicly, does that make it ethical to publish?

2. Corruption Allegations from Anonymous
Source

Scenario:

An anonymous whistleblower sends you documents claiming mismanage-
ment of funds in a district project. They refuse to reveal their identity, fearing
retaliation.

Ethical Dilemma:
Do you run the story using anonymous sourcing, or hold until you can verify
independently?

Considerations:

« Source protection vs. risk of being manipulated

« Need for documentary proof and cross-checking

« Potential harm to accused individuals if unverified

Discussion Questions:
« How many sources or documents are enough before publishing?
« What if the documents cannot be fully verified but public interest is high?

3. Historic Photo of a Militant Group

Scenario:

You're reporting on a 20-year-old conflict in Laos and use an archival photo
of an armed group. Facebook removes the post for “promoting dangerous
organizations.”
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Ethical Dilemma:
Do you blur the image, replace it, or appeal the takedown?

Considerations:

« Need for historical accuracy

- Avoiding unintended promotion of violence

« Adhering to platform rules without distorting history

Discussion Questions:
« How can you preserve context while meeting social media policies?

« Should the same rules apply to historic vs. current militant groups?

4. Flood Evacuation Rumors
Scenario:

During heavy rains, local residents report on Facebook that a dam in Xay-
aburi has cracked and is about to burst. Officials deny it, but your stringer
sees soldiers moving equipment toward the dam.

Ethical Dilemma:
Do you publish a “possible emergency” story or wait for confirmation?

Considerations:

« Avoiding panic vs. alerting the public to potential danger
« Verifying with multiple credible sources

« Legal and reputational risk if wrong

Discussion Questions:

- What is your threshold for publishing urgent but unconfirmed safety
news?

- How can wording reduce panic while still warning the public?

5. Sponsored Story Disguised as News
Scenario:

An advertiser offers to sponsor an article about a new agricultural product
but asks not to label it as “advertorial.” They are a major funding source
for your newsroom.
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) Ethical Dilemma:
Do you run the story without disclosure, or risk losing ad revenue by labeling
it sponsored?

) Considerations:
- Transparency and trust with readers
« Financial survival of the newsroom
« Precedent it sets for future deals

Discussion Questions:

- Is audience trust worth more than short-term revenue?
- How should your newsroom standardize labeling for paid content?

V. Strengthening Newsroom Ethics Culture

5.1Internal Ethics Procedures

. Create written policies on reporting standards and conflicts of interest.

- Standardize due diligence checklists for verification, source-handling, and
corrections.

« Schedule regular training on ethics, legal boundaries, and risk handling.

« Designate an Ethics Lead (where possible) to oversee compliance, answer
questions, and mediate disputes.

5.2 Conflict Mediation Example

Should a serious ethical issue arise:

1. The concerned journalist raises the issue privately with the editor or Ethics
Lead.
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2. They meet to clarify facts and motivations.

3.If needed, gather additional viewpoints.

4. The Ethics Lead proposes a solution: correction, clarification, story adjust-
ment, or public note.

5. Act promptly; document the resolution and communicate it with staff.

VL. Tools & Tips
6.1 Mind Maps

Use visual tools to outline:
“Should I identify my source?” — Risk? Harm? Public interest? Legal? Yes
— consider anonymity and consent.

6.2 Sample Templates

- Response Request: “We received your message about X. We're including
the statement, but would like to confirm or expand..”

. Correction Notice: “On [date], we reported X. We previously stated Y, but
later learned Z. We apologize and have updated the article”

6.3 Key Questions for Reflection

- What would make me uncomfortable if the process were revealed?
« Could the story put someone at risk?

- What legal or cultural norms apply?

- Have I been objective and thorough?

1. Why Ethics Matter Now
In Laos, as in many countries, the media faces a triple challenge:

- Eroding trust, Audiences are more skeptical of both state and indepen-
dent outlets, often turning to unverified social media posts.

« Information disorder, The flood of rumors, doctored visuals, and one-sid-
ed narratives online blurs fact from fiction.
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« Economic pressure, Smaller newsrooms may face conflicts between edito-
rial independence and advertiser or political influence.

In this environment, credibility becomes a survival tool. Upholding strong
ethics protects not just the public, but the newsroom’s long-term reputation
and viability.

2. Core Ethical Resources
These can be adapted for Laos or used directly:

- SPJ Code of Ethics (Society of Professional Journalists), Comprehensive,
practical for everyday dilemmas.

« IFJ Global Charter of Ethics (International Federation of Journalists),
Strong on labor rights and journalist safety.

« UNESCO Model Curricula for Journalism, Sections on media freedom,
misinformation, and global ethics.

« Reuters Handbook of Journalism, Clear rules for impartiality, sourcing,
and accuracy.

When to use these:

- Story planning, Anticipate ethical dilemmas before sending reporters into
the field.
- Live coverage, Decide quickly if publishing sensitive info could harm peo-

ple.
- Editing, Apply consistent standards on fairness, privacy, and representa-
tion.

3. Ethics Tip sheet

For Journalists

- Verify twice, publish once, Cross-check facts before going public.

« Protect sources, Especially vulnerable communities or whistleblowers.

- Respect privacy, Don’t publish identifiable details unless public interest
outweighs harm.

- Avoid conflicts of interest, Disclose if you have a personal connection to
the story.
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. Context is key, Images, quotes, and data should be framed accurately,
not sensationalized.

For Editors

« Lead by example, Apply the same scrutiny to your own decisions.

. Stand firm on fairness, Don’t allow advertiser or political pressure to
shape coverage.

- Protect staff safety, Make ethical calls about dangerous assignments.
. Edit for clarity & truth, Ensure headlines, visuals, and social posts
match the facts.

- Guard against bias, Watch for imbalanced sourcing or underrepresent-
ed voices.

Team Exercises

. Case Study Debate, Present a real Lao news dilemma (e.g.,, naming
accident victims, reporting on protests). Split the team into “publish” vs.
“withhold” groups, then discuss.

- Spot the Ethical Risk, Review past social media posts and identify po-
tential ethical breaches.

- Ethics Mapping, Write down the most common dilemmas your team
faces. Link each to a policy or best practice.

Creating a Newsroom Ethics Rulebook

Step 1: Start the Conversation

- “What does responsible journalism mean to us?”
« Use sticky notes or a whiteboard to collect values and concerns.

Step 2: Draft Core Principles

« Adapt from SPJ, IFJ, or Reuters guidelines, but make them fit Lao legal
and cultural realities.
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Step 3: Define Practical Rules

« How to handle anonymous sources.
« Protocols for corrections and clarifications.
« Rules for using social media content.

Step 4: Assign Accountability

« Decide who approves high-risk stories.
- Establish a rapid review process for breaking news.

Step 5: Review Regularly

« Update the ethics guide at least once a year or after a major incident.

Ethics as Daily Practice

Ethical journalism isn’t optional. It’s essential! Whether reporting commune
news, national policy, or social issues, each story can strengthen, or weaken,
the public’s trust. Lao journalists must rely on ethics to guide them through
complexity, shortages of information, political constraints, and cultural sen-
sitivity.

This manual is not a rulebook etched in stone. Rather, it’s a toolkit, a series of
steps, questions, and procedures. Its value lies in how consistently you apply
these principles.

Over time, the cumulative effect will be a journalism culture rooted in accu-
racy, fairness, transparency, respect, and service.

&\ This manual is subject to periodic review and revision.
Given the fast-paced evolution of the internet, social media platforms, and re-

gional political dynamics, regular updates will ensure that the guidance remains
relevant and effective.
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Access to online versions:

The Laotian Times

https://laopost.com/journal- hteps://laotiantimes.com/journal-
ism-media-resources-guidebooks ism-media-resources-guidebooks
or or

Contact us

zuiBulingtowsiy UY 210 210te NS
Lao Journalist association RDK Group
Vientiane Times Phonpapao Village, Unit 134 Rue Samsenthai, Xiengyeun
32, Sisattanak District, P.O.Box: 5723 Vien- village, Chanthabuly District, VTE
tiane, Lao PDR
Tel: (856-21) 336040, 336042 Tel: (856-20) 55731717
Mobile: (856-20) 54915353 E-mail: info@rdkgroup.la

Fax: (856-21) 336041
E-mail: info@laja.la



