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GEMINI 
 
I need "Examples of how helpfulness is all good, and selfishness is all bad, for the 
economy and everyone in it. - Especially when those occur in the world's most influential 
fields of media, politics, and religion." 
 
Economic systems function at peak efficiency when transaction costs are low and institutional trust is 
high. Helpfulness—defined operationally as cooperation, transparency, and reciprocal value creation—
acts as an economic multiplier by reducing friction. Selfishness—defined as zero-sum extraction, 
deception, and the externalization of costs—acts as a drag on economic output by misallocating resources 
and destroying the trust required for complex markets to operate. 
 
When these behaviors manifest in the highly influential sectors of media, politics, and religion, their 
macroeconomic impacts are amplified. 
 
 
Media and Information Systems 
The Economic Cost of Selfishness: Media models that prioritize hyper-partisan outrage and 
sensationalism to maximize short-term advertising revenue degrade the information environment. This 
creates severe economic friction. When media consumers—who are also investors, voters, and 
consumers—operate on fractured or false data, markets misprice risk and allocate capital inefficiently. 
Rampant social polarization destroys workplace cohesion, stalling productivity as institutional trust 
collapses. 
 
The Economic Benefit of Helpfulness: Media platforms operating on strict journalism standards and 
frameworks for constructive dialogue produce a high-trust information ecosystem. When reporting 
prioritizes factual utility over engagement metrics, economic actors can make rational, long-term 
decisions. Accurate market evaluations stabilize supply chains, reduce volatility, and foster business 
environments where capital is deployed toward innovation rather than crisis management. 
 
 
Political and Regulatory Institutions 
The Economic Cost of Selfishness: When political actors prioritize self-preservation, patronage, or 
regulatory capture, the economy suffers from deadweight loss. Lobbying that results in cronyism redirects 
capital away from productive enterprises and into rent-seeking behaviors. Partisan gridlock, driven by the 
selfish desire to deny opponents legislative victories, leaves critical national infrastructure to decay, 
directly increasing logistical costs for businesses and stunting GDP growth. 
 
The Economic Benefit of Helpfulness: Governance focused on structural public utility optimizes resource 
distribution. Transparent, bipartisan policy-making establishes a predictable regulatory environment. This 
predictability lowers the risk premiums for corporate investments, encouraging long-term capital 
expenditure in research, development, and infrastructure. When political systems efficiently resolve 
conflicts, the economy avoids the destructive costs of systemic instability. 
 
 
Religion and Community Leadership 
The Economic Cost of Selfishness: When religious or ideological institutions operate as mechanisms for 
wealth extraction—such as exploitative prosperity doctrines—they drain capital from vulnerable 
demographics without generating productive economic returns. Furthermore, leadership that fosters 
exclusionary tribalism fragments local economies, restricting commerce and labor mobility across 
sectarian lines. 
 
The Economic Benefit of Helpfulness: Constructive religious institutions function as highly efficient 
private social safety nets. By pooling charitable resources and providing community support systems 
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(childcare, food distribution, disaster relief), they reduce the financial burden on state welfare systems. 
Furthermore, they build robust local networks of trust, which is the foundational currency of small-
business lending, local employment, and neighborhood economic resilience. 
The specific costs of media polarization: 
 
Media-driven social polarization exacts structural economic costs through lost productivity, escalated 
transaction friction, and reduced capital investment. 
 
 

• Workplace Productivity and Turnover: Chronic political stress and interpersonal conflict reduce 
cognitive bandwidth and employee engagement. In the United States, workplace conflict 
consumes at least $157 billion annually in manager time alone. When polarization leads to conflict-
driven turnover, replacing a single employee costs 50% to 200% of their annual salary. 

 
• Macroeconomic Uncertainty Shocks: Hyper-polarized media environments generate continuous 

policy instability. Economic modeling indicates that the resulting uncertainty shocks can reduce 
economic output by approximately 1% of GDP in subsequent years due to delayed capital 
deployment and slower productivity growth. 

 
• Deadweight Transaction Costs: Businesses divert capital from productive research and 

development into lobbying, litigation, and contingency planning. This spending is a required hedge 
against volatile regulatory swings driven by partisan gridlock rather than economic fundamentals. 

 
• Erosion of Social Capital: Cross-country economic data demonstrates that interpersonal trust 

directly lowers transaction costs and simplifies contracts. Media models that artificially amplify 
affective polarization—hostility between political camps—destroy this trust. When social trust 
fractures, localized commerce and partnerships become more expensive, and severe social 
instability shocks have been modeled to decrease consumption by tens of billions of dollars. 

 
 
Can you please do those two things for me? - Explore the echo chamber effect, and 
analyze solutions for workplace trust? 
 
The mechanics of media polarization and the breakdown of organizational trust are deeply connected. To 
understand how to rebuild trust in a workplace, it is first necessary to understand how algorithmic media 
fundamentally changes how individuals process information and view each other. 
 
 
The Echo Chamber Effect: Mathematical Amplification 
Algorithmic news feeds do not just happen to show us what we agree with; they are mathematically 
optimized to maximize engagement, and engagement scales with emotional resonance and identity 
confirmation. This creates structural echo chambers that accelerate polarization through three primary 
mechanisms:  
 
 

1. Algorithmic Curation and Homophily: Recommendation algorithms are designed as positive 
feedback loops. They learn user preferences through engagement metrics (clicks, watch time, 
shares) and prioritize similar content. When users are consistently connected with nodes of similar 
leanings (homophily), networks mathematically segregate into distinct ideological clusters.  

 
2. Epistemic Closure and Radicalization: Unlike an "epistemic bubble" where opposing views are 

simply missing, an "echo chamber" actively discredits outside sources. The mathematical models 
driving these platforms favor high-arousal emotions (like outrage). Over time, repeated exposure to 
extreme content normalizes radical views and artificially inflates users' confidence in their own 
fragmented information, causing them to overestimate how informed they actually are.  
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3. Viral Disinformation: Studies show that echo chambers serve as primary vectors for 

disinformation. Because participants are primed to accept information that validates their identity 
and harms perceived opponents, false information acts as a "seed" that rapidly achieves broad viral 
diffusion within the isolated network.  

 
This means employees enter the workplace already primed by algorithms that have systematically 
discredited opposing viewpoints and amplified interpersonal hostility.  
 
 
Rebuilding Workplace Trust: Structural Solutions 
Organizations cannot control the media diets of their employees, but they can build structural frameworks 
that mandate respect and mitigate the costs of imported polarization. 
 
 

• Codify Communication Boundaries: Vague appeals to "be nice" are insufficient. Companies must 
establish explicit, written policies defining acceptable workplace discourse. This involves defining 
behavioral boundaries for sensitive topics, outlining when to disengage, and establishing clear 
consequences for personal attacks or questioning colleagues' motives.  

 
• Shift from Content to Behavior: Managers should be trained to intervene based on how people are 

arguing, not what they are arguing about. Training must focus on de-escalation techniques, neutral 
framing, and active listening skills that prioritize understanding over rebuttal. 

 
• Standardize Conflict Protocols: When polarization leads to conflict, ad-hoc responses fail. 

Organizations need standardized resolution protocols—gathering facts, facilitating structured 
dialogue, and utilizing trained internal or external mediators when necessary.  

 
• Focus on Shared Objectives: Polarization thrives on tribal identities. Leaders must continually re-

center teams around shared organizational goals that require cross-functional collaboration, 
effectively overriding external political identities with a unified professional purpose.  

 
 
CHATGPT 
 
How Helpfulness Enriches Everyone — and Selfishness Impoverishes Everyone 
Especially in media, politics, and religion 
 
The central economic argument 
Helpfulness creates value. Selfishness transfers, wastes, or destroys value at someone else's expense. 
The more people help one another, the more trust, cooperation, productivity, prosperity, security, and 
enjoyment become possible. 
 
The more people selfishly exploit, deceive, manipulate, or harm one another, the more everyone must 
spend protecting themselves, repairing damage, resolving conflicts, and recovering from lost opportunities. 
 
And nowhere are these effects potentially more consequential than in media, politics, and religion, 
because these institutions influence what billions of people believe, whom they trust, how they behave, 
and how they treat one another. 
 
A crucial distinction: By selfishness, we mean benefiting oneself at another's expense overall, not ordinary 
self-interest. Earning a profit by voluntarily providing something valuable can benefit both parties. Self-
interest and helpfulness can reinforce one another. 
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Similarly, a helpful action may involve short-term costs or sacrifices. Its overall value must be judged by its 
consequences, not merely its intentions. 
 
1. Everyday economic examples 
Helpfulness Selfishness Economic consequences 

A business honestly 
describes its products. 

A business deceives 
customers to increase 
sales. 

Honesty reduces wasted purchases, disputes, 
and the costs of verifying claims. 

An employer treats 
employees fairly. 

An employer exploits 
employees. 

Fairness can improve retention, cooperation, 
and productivity; exploitation can increase 
turnover and conflict. 

A customer pays bills 
promptly. 

A customer deliberately 
avoids legitimate payment. 

Reliable payment lowers collection costs and 
improves cash flow. 

A manufacturer produces 
safe, durable products. 

A manufacturer knowingly 
conceals dangerous 
defects. 

Safety prevents injuries, recalls, lawsuits, and 
wasted resources. 

Competitors innovate to 
serve customers better. 

Competitors collude to 
overcharge customers. 

Competition encourages innovation and value; 
collusion transfers wealth from buyers and 
distorts markets. 

Neighbors respect one 
another's property and 
peace. 

Neighbors steal, vandalize, 
or harass. 

Cooperation reduces spending on security, 
enforcement, repairs, and disputes. 

People share useful, 
accurate information. 

People knowingly spread 
falsehoods for personal 
gain. 

Accuracy improves decisions; deception causes 
misallocation, financial losses, and mistrust. 

The underlying principle is that every dollar, hour, and ounce of effort unnecessarily spent defending 
against selfish behavior is a resource unavailable for creating something better. 
 
For example, imagine a community where businesses never knowingly deceive customers. Consumers 
would need less time researching potential scams, businesses would face fewer disputes, and both could 
devote more resources to productive activity. 
 
That does not mean all consumer protections become unnecessary. Honest people can still make 
mistakes, and even well-intentioned businesses can produce defective goods. 
 
2. Why media, politics, and religion have extraordinary influence 
These three fields have a powerful common characteristic: they shape people's understanding of reality, 
morality, and one another. 
 
Media shapes what people believe is happening. 
 
Its influence extends into consumer decisions, financial markets, public health, elections, and 
interpersonal trust. 
 
Politics shapes the rules under which people live and cooperate. 
 
Governments influence property rights, contracts, taxation, public services, competition, and the peaceful 
resolution of disputes. 
 
Religion shapes moral beliefs, identities, and obligations. 
 
Religious institutions can inspire charity, reconciliation, honesty, community service, and mutual support, 
but can also be misused to justify exclusion, exploitation, or hostility. 
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Their influence multiplies because each affects the others. Media reports on politics and religion. Political 
institutions regulate aspects of media and religious life. Religious communities influence civic and political 
participation. 
 
Consequently, the benefits of helpful conduct—or the damage caused by harmful conduct—can spread far 
beyond the original participants. 
 
3. Media: The economic value of truth versus deception 
Helpful media practices Self-serving, harmful media practices 
Investigate and verify claims before 
publishing. 

Publish sensational allegations without adequate verification 
to attract attention. 

Correct errors prominently and promptly. Conceal mistakes to protect reputation or revenue. 
Present opposing perspectives fairly and 
accurately. Misrepresent opposing perspectives to provoke anger. 

Clearly distinguish news, opinion, and 
advertising. Disguise advertising or advocacy as independent reporting. 

Expose fraud, corruption, and dangerous 
practices. Suppress important information to protect powerful interests. 

 
Economic example: Imagine a financial news organization that discovers a company's executives have 
been concealing serious financial problems. 
 
Helpful reporting, supported by verifiable evidence, can alert investors, prevent further losses, and 
encourage accountability. 
 
Conversely, deliberately false reporting can mislead investors, distort prices, damage innocent businesses, 
and create expensive legal disputes. 
 
At a societal level, accurate information helps people allocate money, labor, and attention intelligently. 
Deliberate misinformation can undermine those decisions. 
 
The principle: A trustworthy media system helps society make better decisions. A deceptive media system 
can make society pay repeatedly for decisions based on false information. 
 
4. Politics: The economic value of public service versus corruption 
Helpful political conduct Self-serving, harmful political conduct 

Explain policies and trade-offs accurately. Knowingly misrepresent policies for personal or 
political advantage. 

Award public contracts through fair competition. Direct contracts to associates in exchange for 
personal benefits. 

Apply laws consistently. 
Grant special favors in exchange for money or 
influence. 

Cooperate on shared public problems while preserving 
legitimate disagreements. 

Deliberately obstruct useful work solely to 
obtain personal advantage. 

Make public spending transparent and accountable. Conceal waste, conflicts of interest, or misuse 
of public funds. 

 
Economic example: Imagine a government awarding a $500 million infrastructure contract. 
 
Under a transparent, competitive process, qualified firms compete on price, quality, safety, and reliability. 
 
Under a corrupt process, an official accepts personal benefits to favor a less-qualified contractor. 
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The result can be higher costs, inferior infrastructure, wasted tax revenue, and diminished confidence in 
government. 
 
The World Bank identifies corruption as a major obstacle to prosperity because it increases costs, 
damages public services, discourages investment, and erodes trust.  

 
World Bank 
+1 
The OECD also explains that institutional trust can reduce transaction costs and make effective 
governance easier.  

 
1 
+1 
The principle: When public officials use their authority to serve the public, government resources can 
create widespread benefits. When officials abuse authority for private gain, the public bears costs it did not 
agree to incur. 
This applies regardless of political party, ideology, or religious affiliation. 
 
5. Religion: The economic value of compassion versus exploitation 
Helpful religious conduct Self-serving, harmful religious conduct 
Encourage honesty, generosity, forgiveness, and 
mutual respect. 

Use religious authority to manipulate or exploit 
followers. 

Feed hungry people and assist struggling families. Divert charitable donations for undisclosed personal 
enrichment. 

Promote reconciliation and peaceful coexistence. Encourage hostility or discrimination against outsiders. 

Encourage thoughtful moral responsibility. Discourage legitimate questions to protect leaders 
from accountability. 

Provide spiritual comfort and community support. Exploit fear or guilt for personal power or financial gain. 
 
Economic example: Imagine a congregation that helps unemployed residents find jobs, provides meals to 
struggling families, and organizes volunteers to repair homes. 
 
Those activities provide immediate relief while potentially improving employment, health, housing stability, 
and community resilience. 
 
By contrast, a religious leader who knowingly misappropriates donations deprives intended beneficiaries of 
assistance, harms donors, and damages confidence in charitable institutions. 
 
The benefits of religious community service are tangible. In a 2022 Pew Research Center report, 85% of 
U.S. adults attending religious services at least monthly said their congregations hosted programs serving 
people who needed food, clothing, or shelter.  

 
Pew Research Center 
+1 
The principle: Religious influence directed toward compassion and service can strengthen communities. 
Religious authority abused for personal gain can inflict both material and emotional harm. 
 
6. The multiplier effect: Why these three fields matter so much 
Consider two hypothetical chains of events. 
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The helpfulness cycle 
Truthfulness, fairness, and compassion 
Greater justified trust and cooperation 
Lower conflict, verification, and enforcement costs 
More productive investment, innovation, and mutual assistance 
Greater potential prosperity and well-being 
 
The selfishness cycle 
Deception, exploitation, and abuse of power 
Mistrust, resentment, and conflict 
More spending on protection, disputes, and damage control 
Less productive investment and cooperation 
Greater risk of economic loss and suffering 
These are illustrative mechanisms, not inevitable outcomes. Trust must be justified, and helpful intentions 
must be accompanied by competence, accountability, and sound judgment. 
Nevertheless, economic research supports the importance of trust. The OECD describes trust as a 
foundation for commerce, investment, and economic cooperation, while also acknowledging limits in the 
evidence about the precise direction of causation.  

 
OECD 
+1 
 
7. A simple illustration of the potential economic stakes 
HYPOTHETICAL ECONOMIC MODEL 
Annual economic output 
$30 trillion 
Hypothetical avoidable losses 
2% 
ANNUAL RESOURCES POTENTIALLY RECOVERABLE 
$600 billion 
If avoidable economic losses equal 2% of $30 trillion, eliminating those losses would free resources 
equivalent to this amount annually. 
This is arithmetic illustrating scale, not an estimate of actual losses from selfishness. Some costs are 
unavoidable, and eliminating losses would not necessarily increase GDP dollar for dollar. 
Even modest improvements in honesty, accountability, and cooperation across a large economy could 
have substantial consequences. 
 
8. The strongest formulation for Helpfulness Above All 
There is one important philosophical distinction worth preserving. 
 
Saying "helpfulness is all good and selfishness is all bad" is defensible as a moral principle if helpfulness 
and selfishness are defined by their overall consequences. 
 
But it is not the same as proving that every well-intentioned act produces good results, or that every act of 
self-interest produces bad ones. 
 
Your argument becomes more compelling when expressed this way: 
 
Helpfulness Above All 
The more we genuinely help one another—rather than benefiting ourselves at one another's expense—the 
more prosperous, secure, trusting, and enjoyable our lives can become. 
 
Every act of genuine helpfulness adds to human well-being, directly or indirectly. Every act of genuine 
selfishness imposes an unnecessary cost on someone else. 
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The effects are especially far-reaching in media, politics, and religion, where the actions of a relatively 
small number of influential people can shape the beliefs, decisions, and behavior of millions. 
 
When these institutions prioritize truthfulness, fairness, compassion, and accountability, they can help 
entire societies flourish. When they prioritize personal gain at others' expense, they can spread mistrust, 
conflict, waste, and suffering throughout society. 
 
The greatest economic opportunity may not be discovering new resources, but learning to waste far fewer 
of the resources we already have by treating one another more helpfully. 
 
The central idea is not that everyone must become self-sacrificing. It is that helping others and helping 
ourselves are often complementary, whereas gaining at others' expense can undermine the cooperation on 
which everyone's prosperity depends. 
 
That distinction makes the argument relevant to economists, business leaders, journalists, public officials, 
religious leaders, and ordinary citizens alike. 
 
 
COPILOT 
 
If you're looking for examples that argue helpfulness benefits society and the economy, while 
selfishness harms them, especially in media, politics, and religion, here are some clear illustrations. 
 
Media 
Helpfulness: Public-interest journalism 

• Investigative reporters expose corruption, unsafe products, or environmental hazards. 
• This helps citizens make informed decisions and pressures institutions to improve. 
• Businesses that act responsibly are rewarded with trust, while harmful practices are corrected. 
• The overall economy becomes more transparent and efficient because information is more 

accurate. 
Selfishness: Deliberate misinformation for profit 

• A media company publishes sensational or false stories solely to increase clicks and advertising 
revenue. 

• Citizens become misinformed, trust declines, and social conflict rises. 
• Consumers and investors make worse decisions based on inaccurate information. 
• Economic productivity suffers when people cannot reliably distinguish truth from fiction. 

 
Politics 
Helpfulness: Public servants focused on the common good 

• Leaders invest in infrastructure, education, public safety, and fair laws. 
• Better roads, schools, and institutions increase productivity and opportunity. 
• Citizens gain confidence in government, encouraging investment and cooperation. 
• Long-term economic growth becomes more sustainable. 

Selfishness: Corruption and favoritism 
• Officials direct public resources toward friends, donors, or personal gain. 
• Qualified competitors are excluded from opportunities. 
• Taxpayer money is wasted on inefficient projects. 
• Economic growth slows because success depends on connections rather than value creation. 

 
Religion 
Helpfulness: Community support and charitable service 

• Religious organizations operate food banks, shelters, hospitals, schools, and disaster-relief efforts. 
• Vulnerable people receive support during difficult periods. 
• Communities become more resilient and socially connected. 
• Reduced hardship can improve workforce participation and social stability. 
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Selfishness: Exploiting followers for personal gain 
• Leaders use religious authority primarily to enrich themselves or accumulate power. 
• Resources are diverted away from community needs. 
• Trust erodes both within the organization and in society more broadly. 
• Social divisions and economic inefficiencies can increase. 

 
Broader Economic Examples 
 
Helpfulness: Businesses creating value 

• Entrepreneurs solve problems, create jobs, and provide useful goods and services. 
• Customers benefit from better products. 
• Workers earn income. 
• Investors receive returns. 
• Society gains from innovation and increased productivity. 

 
Selfishness: Fraud 

• Executives manipulate financial statements to enrich themselves. 
• Investors lose money. 
• Employees may lose jobs. 
• Consumers and markets lose trust. 
• Economic activity becomes less efficient because trust is a critical ingredient in commerce. 

 
Important Caveat 
Many economists and philosophers would argue that the relationship is not as simple as "all helpfulness 
is good" and "all selfishness is bad." For example: 

• A person pursuing profit through honest competition can unintentionally benefit others by providing 
valuable products. 

• Someone trying to help may sometimes produce harmful results if their actions are poorly 
informed. 

 
A more balanced view is that: 
Actions that create value for others while respecting ethical rules and institutions tend to strengthen 
economies and societies, while actions that pursue personal gain at others' expense tend to weaken them. 
This principle applies especially in influential fields like media, politics, and religion, where the effects of 
individual behavior can spread to millions of people. 
 
 
CLAUDE 
 
Here are examples that support your thesis, plus one caveat about the absolutes. 
 
Media 

• Selfish: Engagement-maximizing outrage and clickbait. Outlets profit from anger and fear, while 
audiences become more polarized and less informed. Advertisers, publishers, and the public all 
end up worse off as trust in media erodes. 

• Selfish: Yellow journalism in the 1890s, when newspapers inflated stories to sell copies, helped 
push public opinion toward the Spanish-American War. 

• Helpful: Investigative journalism like Watergate or the Boston Globe's Spotlight reporting. It costs 
the outlet money and risk but exposes corruption and abuse, which benefits the whole society. 

• Helpful: Public-service reporting and community journalism that gives people reliable information 
for decisions about health, money, and voting. 

 
Politics 
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• Selfish: Corruption, bribery, and rent-seeking. When officials sell favors, resources flow to the 
best-connected rather than the most productive. Countries with high corruption tend to have 
slower growth, weaker investment, and worse public services. 

• Selfish: Regulatory capture, where industries write the rules that protect them from competition, 
raising prices for everyone else. 

• Helpful: Public goods like sanitation, roads, public health, and universal education. These raise 
productivity and quality of life for everyone, including the wealthy. 

• Helpful: Statesmen who accepted political costs for the public good, such as leaders who stepped 
down peacefully, preserving stable institutions that markets depend on. 

 
Religion 

• Selfish: Televangelist and cult scandals where leaders enrich themselves from followers' 
donations. They drain families financially and damage trust in genuine religious charity. The 
medieval sale of indulgences is a classic historical case. 

• Helpful: Faith-based hospitals, schools, food banks, disaster relief, and addiction recovery 
programs. Congregations often form dense networks of mutual aid that reduce the burden on 
governments and strengthen social trust. 

 
The economy broadly 

• Selfish: Fraud like Enron or Madoff, price-fixing cartels, and the mis-selling of risky mortgages 
before 2008 destroyed enormous wealth and trust. 

• Helpful: Businesses that succeed by solving real problems. Open-source software, vaccines, and 
fair trade create value far beyond what their creators capture. High-trust societies spend less on 
contracts, security, and litigation, so honesty and cooperation act like a hidden economic subsidy. 

 
A caveat 
"All good" and "all bad" go further than the evidence does, and critics would raise a few points: 

1. Self-interest isn't always harmful. Adam Smith argued that the baker serves you out of self-
interest. Voluntary trade, where each side seeks its own benefit, creates mutual gains. The real 
distinction is between self-interest pursued through creating value and selfishness pursued 
through taking value (fraud, coercion, deception). 

2. Helpfulness can backfire. Paternalistic aid can undermine local economies, enabling can prolong 
addiction, and "helpful" government programs can be poorly designed. Good intentions don't 
guarantee good outcomes. 

3. Self-care is not selfishness. People who never protect their own time and resources can burn out 
and help no one. 

 
A more defensible version of your thesis is that exploitative selfishness is corrosive, and genuine, well-
directed helpfulness builds trust, which is the foundation of healthy economies and institutions. That 
version holds up well across media, politics, and religion. 
 
If you'd like, I can turn these into a speech, essay, or presentation, or dig deeper into any one of the three 
fields. 
 
 
PERPLEXITY 
 
The strongest examples contrast service that creates shared benefits with self-enrichment that makes 
other people bear the costs. Media accountability, honest government, and responsible religious 
leadership all offer useful illustrations. 
 
But “helpfulness is all good” and “selfishness is all bad, for everyone” are too absolute to defend.  
 
Exploitation can benefit the exploiter, at least temporarily; well-intended help can be ineffective; and 
earning a living or protecting your own needs is not the same as harming others. Research nevertheless 
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supports a substantial connection between helping others and well-being—for recipients and often for 
helpers, too. 
 
A more persuasive central distinction is service versus exploitation: improving your own position by 
benefiting others, versus improving it by imposing costs on them. 
 
Media: informing the public versus sacrificing its interests 
 
Helpful example: journalism that holds government accountable 
Local reporting can provide an economic benefit even to residents who never subscribe. By scrutinizing 
public spending, journalists help taxpayers monitor officials. 
 
A study published in the Journal of Financial Economics found that local newspaper closures increased 
municipal borrowing costs by approximately 0.05–0.11 percentage points, translating into about $650,000 
in additional costs per municipal bond issue in the study. The researchers linked the loss of scrutiny to 
deteriorating government financial outcomes. 
 
The useful contrast is between maintaining public-interest scrutiny and leaving officials less accountable.  
 
This research supports the economic value of journalism; it does not establish that every newspaper 
closure results from selfishness. 
 
A concise way to express the example: 
A reporter who exposes waste serves far more people than the newspaper’s paying customers: public 
accountability can save an entire community money. 
 
Politics: public service versus private enrichment 
 
Helpful example: awarding contracts for public value 
Consider an illustrative choice: an official can select a contractor on competence, price, and reliability—or 
favor a political ally or relative. The first approach serves the people funding and using the project; the 
second subordinates their interests to private relationships. 
The World Bank identifies favoritism in government contracts, demands for bribes, and the capture of 
institutions by private interests as forms of corruption. It reports that corruption raises costs, hinders 
investment, and reduces access to essential services, disproportionately harming poor and vulnerable 
people. 
 
Selfish example: demanding payment for services people are already entitled to 
An official who demands a bribe may personally gain, but the payment creates an additional barrier to 
healthcare, education, justice, or other services. That illustrates why “bad for everyone” is less accurate 
than “benefits a few at the expense of many.” The private gain and public harm can occur simultaneously. 
 
A concise way to express the example: 
An honest official uses public power to deliver public value. A corrupt official turns everyone else’s needs 
into a private income stream. 
 
Religion: using trust to protect people versus misusing it 
 
Helpful example: religious leaders countering health misinformation 
UNICEF has documented work with faith leaders in Malawi to address COVID-19 vaccine misinformation 
and encourage vaccination. This provides a concrete example of religious influence being used to support 
public health rather than allowing misleading claims to go unchallenged. 
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In Nigeria, UNICEF, WHO, and government health officials have likewise urged religious leaders to counter 
vaccine myths and help families access essential healthcare. The example illustrates a practical form of 
service: using a trusted position to connect people with accurate information. 
 
Harmful contrast: protecting influence at followers’ expense 
A leader who knowingly spreads a false health claim to protect status, donations, or authority would be 
putting personal interests ahead of followers’ welfare. That is an illustrative case of selfishness—not a 
claim about the motives of the leaders described above. Misinformation alone does not prove selfish 
intent; people can also spread it sincerely. 
 
A concise way to express the example: 
 
Religious authority serves people when it helps protect their lives; it betrays that purpose when preserving 
the leader’s power matters more than protecting the people. 
 
The argument these examples support 
The common thread is not that good intentions automatically produce good outcomes. It is that influential 
institutions can either protect people’s interests or exploit their dependence: 

• Media can provide scrutiny that saves taxpayers money. 
• Government can deliver essential services—or turn access into an opportunity for bribery and 

favoritism. 
• Religious leadership can help communities navigate health misinformation and reach care. 

For a forceful statement that avoids the vulnerable “all good/all bad” claim: 
“Helpfulness creates value that others can share. Exploitative selfishness captures benefits while making 
others pay. In media, politics, and religion, that difference matters enormously, because people entrust 
these institutions with their understanding, their rights, and their deepest commitments.” 
 
How does religion fit into this distinction? 
 
Religion fits the distinction as a potential amplifier of both helpfulness and selfishness—not as something 
automatically on one side. It can organize generosity and cooperation, but religious identity and authority 
can also favor insiders or shield harmful behavior from scrutiny. Research finds a mixed, context-
dependent relationship between religion and helping others, rather than a simple “religious means helpful” 
rule.pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih+1 
 
The central question is service: Does religious influence serve people’s well-being, or are people being 
used to serve the institution and its leaders? 
 
When religion supports helpfulness 
Religion can give people both a reason to help and a community through which to act. Research links 
religious participation with charitable giving, volunteering, and cooperation, although researchers caution 
that social networks, self-reporting, and who receives the help complicate these 
findings.psychology.illinois+1 
 
Concrete examples include: 

• A congregation organizing food, housing assistance, or practical support for people in need. These 
illustrate the charitable giving and volunteering associated with religious 
participation.psychology.illinois 

• Faith leaders helping people evaluate health misinformation. UNICEF’s work with religious leaders 
in Malawi provides a documented example of religious influence being directed toward public 
health.unicef 

• A community extending help beyond its own membership. This distinction matters because some 
research finds religious generosity favors fellow believers over outsiders.sciencedirect 

 

https://labs.psychology.illinois.edu/pramlab/Papers/Religious_Prosociality_Chapter.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/malawi/stories/tackling-covid-19-vaccine-misinformation-through-faith-leaders
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2352250X20301780
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The relevant benefit is not simply that people become more devoted. It is that their devotion produces 
useful care for other people. 
 
When religion supports selfishness 
Selfishness need not mean personal greed alone. It can also mean placing the institution’s status or the 
group’s interests above the welfare of others. 
 
An especially serious example is the handling of abuse. England and Wales’s Independent Inquiry into 
Child Sexual Abuse investigated institutional responses and safeguarding practices across numerous 
religious traditions. Such investigations demonstrate why a religious institution’s conduct must be subject 
to scrutiny rather than treated as trustworthy merely because it claims a sacred purpose.iicsa+1 
 
As an ethical distinction: 

• Protecting a vulnerable person, even when disclosure embarrasses the institution, puts people 
first. 

• Silencing that person to protect the institution’s reputation puts institutional self-interest first. 
 
Likewise, helping fellow believers can be genuinely good—but it does not establish concern for everyone. 
Strong cooperation within a religious group can coexist with exclusion of outsiders.pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih+1 
 
How this connects to the economy 
Religion’s economic relevance is not limited to donations. Religious communities can mobilize volunteer 
labor and material assistance; religious leaders can also influence decisions about health. Those are 
practical channels through which religious activity affects people’s resources and welfare. But evidence of 
these benefits does not establish that every religious institution produces a net benefit for 
everyone.psychology.illinois+1 
 
So the strongest formulation of your argument is: 
“Religion serves the common good when it turns devotion into care for people. It betrays that purpose 
when it turns people’s devotion into protection for power, privilege, or institutional reputation.” 
That evaluates religion by what it does with people’s trust—not simply by what it says about goodness. 
 
Give an example of religious institutional harm 
 
A clear example is the Catholic clergy sexual-abuse scandal and institutional cover-up in Pennsylvania. 
A grand jury report released in August 2018 identified more than 1,000 child victims and accused more 
than 300 priests across six Catholic dioceses of sexual abuse over several decades. These were grand-jury 
findings, not criminal convictions of every person named.[pbs][apnews] 
What made the harm institutional? 
The wrongdoing went beyond individual abusers. According to the report, church leaders protected the 
institution from bad publicity and financial liability by: 

• Failing to report accused clergy to police. 
• Discouraging victims from contacting law enforcement. 
• Moving abusive priests between parishes or returning them to ministry after treatment, giving them 

continued access to children.[pbs][apnews][pbs] 
That illustrates the distinction we’ve been discussing: leaders put the institution’s reputation and interests 
ahead of the safety of the people entrusted to its care. The cover-up helped preserve conditions in which 
further abuse could occur.[apnews] 
In plain terms: protecting children would have been service; protecting the organization at children’s 
expense was institutional self-interest. This example concerns documented conduct by particular leaders 
and institutions—not a claim that all Catholics or all religion are harmful. 
 
Look at secular examples of institutional harm 
 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/watch-live-pennsylvania-officials-to-announce-findings-of-grand-jury-report-on-sexual-abuse-in-6-catholic-dioceses
https://apnews.com/general-news-301822e3d7a04b0b88a1c40738c4a513
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/watch-live-pennsylvania-officials-to-announce-findings-of-grand-jury-report-on-sexual-abuse-in-6-catholic-dioceses
https://apnews.com/general-news-301822e3d7a04b0b88a1c40738c4a513
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/secret-archives-detailed-priests-child-sex-abuse-and-cover-ups-pa-attorney-general-says
https://apnews.com/general-news-301822e3d7a04b0b88a1c40738c4a513
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Secular institutions can cause harm through the same mechanism: self-protection or financial gain takes 
priority over the people the institution is supposed to serve. Purdue Pharma and Volkswagen offer two well-
documented examples. 
1. Purdue Pharma: sales over safeguards 
In November 2020, Purdue Pharma pleaded guilty to three felony offenses involving fraud and kickback 
conspiracies. The company admitted that it: 

• Continued marketing opioids to more than 100 healthcare providers it had good reason to believe 
were diverting them into unlawful channels. 

• Misrepresented to the Drug Enforcement Administration the effectiveness of its safeguards against 
diversion. 

• Supplied misleading information to increase its permitted manufacturing quantities. 
• Paid doctors and an electronic-health-records company to induce or encourage prescriptions of its 

opioid products. 
What made the harm institutional? 
This was not simply one employee making a bad decision. The admitted conduct involved marketing 
practices, regulatory representations, and payment arrangements operating over years. The company’s 
commercial interests undermined safeguards intended to prevent unlawful opioid distribution. 
The ethical distinction is straightforward: selling useful medicine is legitimate business; deceiving 
regulators and buying prescribing influence subordinates patient protection to sales. 
2. Volkswagen: apparent compliance instead of actual compliance 
Volkswagen installed software in certain diesel vehicles that recognized emissions testing and activated 
full emissions controls during the test. During normal driving, the controls became less effective, and 
affected vehicles emitted nitrogen oxides at levels up to 40 times the applicable standard, according to the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
What made the harm institutional? 
The deception was built into the product. It allowed vehicles to appear compliant under official testing 
while producing much higher emissions on the road. Customers and regulators received a misleading 
picture of the vehicles’ performance, while the public was exposed to emissions exceeding legal limits. 
The ethical distinction: engineering genuinely cleaner vehicles serves customers and the public; 
engineering a way to fool the test protects the product’s marketability at others’ expense. 
The connection to religious institutional harm 
The parallel is not that religious and secular organizations are identical. It is that institutional wrongdoing 
can follow the same pattern: 

1. An organization holds power or specialized knowledge that outsiders cannot easily check. 
2. Its practices conceal a gap between its public assurances and its actual conduct. 
3. People outside the decision-making circle bear the consequences. 

Purdue’s misleading regulatory assurances and Volkswagen’s deceptive testing software illustrate that 
pattern without any religious component. 
A useful formulation is: 
“The dividing line is not religious versus secular. It is whether an institution uses its power to fulfill its 
responsibilities—or to escape them.” 
 
What systemic factors enable such harm? 
 
Institutional harm becomes more likely when an organization rewards results while weakening the systems 
that reveal how those results are achieved. The recurring combination is misaligned incentives, 
concentrated power, suppressed warnings, and weak independent oversight. OECD governance standards 
address these risks through incentive design, board accountability, risk management, and protected 
reporting of misconduct.legalinstruments.oecd 
An important refinement to our earlier discussion: selfishness can drive institutional harm, but harm can 
also emerge from ordinary people responding to deadlines, hierarchy, and misleading assumptions. NASA’s 
Columbia accident investigation identified organizational culture and management practices—not just a 
technical failure—as causes of the disaster.congress 
The main enabling factors 

https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/event/108th-congress/house-event/LC14320/text
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Systemic factor How it enables harm 

Rewards disconnected 
from consequences 

Leaders receive rewards for sales, growth, or meeting targets without sufficient 
attention to long-term risks. OECD principles emphasize aligning compensation 
and incentives with sustainable performance and sound risk management. 
legalinstruments.oecd 

Weak checks on 
leadership 

Decision-makers can dismiss concerns when boards, safety teams, or 
regulators lack independence or enforcement power. The Columbia 
investigation found inadequate checks and balances and a lack of an 
independent safety program. ehss.energy 

Information blocked by 
hierarchy 

Frontline staff may recognize danger, but warnings fail to reach people with 
authority—or lose force as they move upward. Columbia investigators 
specifically identified barriers to critical safety information and the stifling of 
professional disagreement. congress 

Unsafe conditions 
becoming routine 

When a risky practice does not immediately cause disaster, the organization 
starts treating survival as evidence of safety. Columbia investigators criticized 
reliance on past success as a substitute for sound engineering and testing. 
congress 

Pressure to deliver with 
inadequate resources 

Deadlines and budget constraints can erode safety margins. Columbia 
investigators identified resource constraints and schedule pressure among the 
organizational causes of the accident. congress 

Institutional reputation 
taking priority over 
accountability 

Disclosure becomes a threat to be managed rather than information needed to 
protect people. The Pennsylvania grand-jury findings described church officials 
concealing abuse and protecting the institution. pbs+1 

Unsafe channels for 
reporting wrongdoing 

If raising concerns threatens someone’s career or standing, misconduct 
becomes harder to detect. OECD principles call for confidential reporting 
channels and protection for workers who report illegal or unethical practices. 
legalinstruments.oecd 

How these factors reinforce one another 
Consider the progression documented in the Columbia investigation: 

1. Schedule and resource pressures made completing the mission harder. 
2. Previous flights without catastrophe encouraged confidence in practices that still carried 

unresolved risks. 
3. Organizational barriers prevented safety concerns and dissent from receiving adequate 

consideration. 
4. Weak independent safety oversight failed to interrupt that process.congress+1 

This helps explain why replacing one leader is not necessarily enough. If incentives, information channels, 
and oversight remain unchanged, the conditions that enabled the failure remain in place. 
The earlier examples illustrate different versions of this problem: Purdue misrepresented its safeguards to 
regulators, Volkswagen engineered misleading test results, and church officials concealed abuse. In each 
case, outsiders were denied information needed to assess or challenge institutional conduct.justice+2 
What a safer system requires 
The corresponding safeguards are concrete: independent oversight with authority to intervene; protected 
channels for reporting concerns; incentives that account for long-term risks; and timely, accurate 
disclosure. These are central elements of the OECD’s governance principles.legalinstruments.oecd 
The practical test is not merely, “Are the leaders good people?” It is: “Can someone challenge them safely, 
can outsiders verify their claims, and can anyone stop harmful conduct before it becomes a crisis?” 
 
How whistleblowers break through hierarchy. 
 
Whistleblowers break through hierarchy by moving evidence to someone the implicated leaders cannot 
fully control. The key is independence: a reporting route is useful only if its recipient can investigate and 
act without needing permission from the people accused. Corporate-governance standards therefore 
emphasize independent oversight and protected reporting channels.[legalinstruments.oecd] 

https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
https://ehss.energy.gov/deprep/archive/documents/0308_caib_report_volume1.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/event/108th-congress/house-event/LC14320/text
https://www.congress.gov/event/108th-congress/house-event/LC14320/text
https://www.congress.gov/event/108th-congress/house-event/LC14320/text
https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
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How the breakthrough happens 
1. They turn a concern into something investigable. 

A specific account—what happened, when, who was involved, and what evidence supports it—
gives an investigator something to verify. The SEC, for example, provides a formal Tips, Complaints, 
and Referrals process for submitting information about possible securities violations.[sec] 

2. They bypass the implicated chain of command. 
Instead of relying solely on a supervisor who may be involved, a report can reach an authorized 
internal investigator or an appropriate outside body. Under the Sarbanes–Oxley framework, 
qualifying reports may go to internal investigators, federal regulators or law enforcement, or 
Congress. The SEC also allows direct reporting; internal reporting is not required for its 
whistleblower award program.[sec][osha] 

3. They give outside authorities a basis to intervene. 
An external report can become the starting point for an investigation or enforcement proceeding. 
That changes the situation from “an employee challenging a superior” to “an institution answering 
to an authority beyond its hierarchy.” The SEC describes whistleblower information and assistance 
as part of its investigation and enforcement process.[sec] 

4. They use legal protections to contest retaliation. 
Whistleblower laws can prohibit firing, demotion, harassment, and other discriminatory treatment 
for qualifying reports. Those protections do not guarantee safety, but they provide a way to 
challenge punishment intended to silence the reporter.[sec][osha] 

Why this is difficult 
A reporting channel does not automatically neutralize power. Confidentiality has limits: the SEC says it 
protects identities to the fullest extent possible, but some circumstances require disclosure. Legal 
protections also depend on the applicable law, the conduct reported, and the reporting route.[sec][osha] 
Deadlines can be short. For retaliation complaints under laws OSHA administers, filing periods range from 
30 to 180 days after the retaliatory action, depending on the statute. That makes prompt, qualified legal 
advice important in an actual case.[osha] 
What this reveals about institutions 
The healthier system does not require extraordinary personal courage every time someone notices 
wrongdoing. It provides independent review, protected reporting, and oversight capable of acting on 
unwelcome information. Those are governance responsibilities—not favors leaders grant to 
employees.[legalinstruments.oecd] 
In short: whistleblowers challenge hierarchy most effectively by making evidence answerable to an 
authority beyond the hierarchy—not simply by arguing harder with the same boss. 
 
The role of independent media in leaks 
 
Independent media provide a route around institutional hierarchy: they can turn information that leaders 
control into evidence the public can scrutinize. But their essential role is verification, not simply publishing 
whatever someone leaks. Reuters’ standards, for example, require journalists to assess a confidential 
source’s knowledge, credibility, and motives, corroborate information where possible, and take 
responsibility for its accuracy.[reutersagency] 
How independent media help leaks produce accountability 
1. They give insiders an outside channel 
When internal reporting feels unsafe or ineffective, journalists can receive information outside the 
institution’s chain of command. Newsrooms can establish confidential tip channels and source-protection 
procedures before anyone approaches them. The Freedom of the Press Foundation emphasizes that even 
the first contact can expose a source if the channel is poorly chosen.[freedom] 
The crucial distinction is that the institution being investigated should not control the reporting. 
2. They test the leak rather than adopt the leaker’s agenda 
A leak is a starting point, not proof of the source’s entire interpretation. Responsible journalists ask: 

• Does the source have direct knowledge? 
• Can documents and claims be independently corroborated? 
• What relevant context is missing? 
• What motive might explain why this information was supplied? 

https://www.sec.gov/enforcement-litigation/whistleblower-program/whistleblower-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.sec.gov/enforcement-litigation/whistleblower-program/whistleblower-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA-FACTSHEET-SOX-ACT.pdf
https://www.sec.gov/enforcement-litigation/whistleblower-program/whistleblower-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.sec.gov/enforcement-litigation/whistleblower-program/whistleblower-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA-FACTSHEET-SOX-ACT.pdf
https://www.sec.gov/enforcement-litigation/whistleblower-program/whistleblower-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA-FACTSHEET-SOX-ACT.pdf
http://www.osha.gov/whistleblower/wbcomplaint
https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/322/322.en.pdf
https://reutersagency.com/about/standards-values/
https://freedom.press/digisec/guides/source-protection/
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Reuters explicitly instructs journalists to consider sources’ positions and motives, cross-check 
information, and be clear about what remains unknown. A source may have a personal agenda and still 
provide accurate evidence; the journalist must assess the evidence rather than simply trust—or dismiss—
the person.[reutersagency] 
3. They protect sources while making findings checkable 
Good reporting separates two questions: “Who supplied this?” and “What can we establish?” 
Journalists may keep an identity confidential while explaining the source’s access to the information and 
publishing corroborated findings. But anonymity is not guaranteed safety: devices, communications 
records, surveillance, and legal demands can expose sources. The Committee to Protect Journalists 
therefore treats source protection as an ongoing risk-management responsibility, not merely a promise to 
omit someone’s name.[reutersagency][cpj] 
The danger: becoming another instrument of power 
A newsroom can undermine accountability if it lets a source dictate the story or presents selective 
information without adequate scrutiny. Editorial independence must therefore run in both directions: 
independence from the institution under investigation and independence from the person supplying the 
leak. Reuters’ standards place responsibility for accuracy with the newsroom—not the anonymous 
source.[reutersagency] 
This connects directly to your helpfulness-versus-selfishness distinction: 
Independent media serve the public when they use leaks to establish what people need to know—not 
when they let powerful sources use secrecy to manipulate what people believe. 
A whistleblower can open the door. Journalism’s job is to check what is behind it. 
 
How journalists handle compromised or mixed-motive leaks. 
 
Journalists should separate three questions: Is the material authentic? Does it establish what the source 
claims? Is publication in the public interest? A source’s selfish motive does not make accurate evidence 
false—but an authentic document does not make the source’s interpretation true. Professional standards 
therefore require both verification and scrutiny of sources’ motives.spj 
The guiding principle is independence: investigate the information without adopting the leaker’s agenda. 
How responsible newsrooms handle it 
1. Examine the source’s interests and access 
A source might want to expose wrongdoing while also seeking revenge, protecting their own position, or 
damaging a rival. Journalists assess what the person could actually know, what they stand to gain, and 
whether their account is firsthand or hearsay. Reuters’ standards specifically call for considering sources’ 
positions and motives and cross-checking their information.reutersagency 
Mixed motives call for scrutiny—not automatic rejection or automatic trust. 
2. Verify the material and look for missing context 
Responsible reporting tests both authenticity and meaning. In practice, that means seeking original 
records, corroborating claims independently, and checking whether omitted material changes the 
apparent story. These steps follow the Society of Professional Journalists’ requirements to verify 
information, use original sources where possible, and avoid distorting context.spj 
For example, an authentic email saying “approve the payment” does not, by itself, establish that the 
payment was unlawful. The surrounding correspondence, authorization rules, and actual transaction could 
change the interpretation. 
3. Give the people accused a meaningful opportunity to respond 
Journalists should put substantive allegations to the relevant people and seek their response before 
publication. This is not giving the subject a veto; it is an opportunity to uncover factual errors, obtain 
missing context, and represent competing evidence fairly. SPJ explicitly calls for seeking responses from 
people facing criticism or allegations of wrongdoing.spj 
4. Retain editorial control 
A newsroom should not promise favorable framing, suppress relevant facts, or let a source dictate 
conclusions in exchange for access. SPJ’s independence principles warn against conflicts of interest and 
special treatment and call for resisting internal and external pressure on coverage.spj 
A confidentiality agreement protects a source’s identity under agreed conditions; it should not turn the 
journalist into the source’s representative. 

https://reutersagency.com/about/standards-values/
https://reutersagency.com/about/standards-values/
https://cpj.org/2021/11/digital-physical-safety-protecting-confidential-sources/
https://reutersagency.com/about/standards-values/
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
https://reutersagency.com/about/standards-values/
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf


18 
 

5. Explain limitations without unnecessarily exposing the source 
Readers need enough information to judge the reporting: why anonymity was granted, the source’s relevant 
access or relationship to the events, and what remains unverified. SPJ recommends explaining anonymity 
and providing information that helps readers assess reliability and motivation. Source protection must also 
account for details that could inadvertently identify the person.spj+1 
6. Publish selectively, not indiscriminately 
Receiving a cache of documents does not mean every private detail deserves publication. Journalists 
weigh public importance against foreseeable harm, particularly to uninvolved people and vulnerable 
individuals. SPJ distinguishes the legal ability to publish from the ethical justification for doing so.spj 
When the leak is genuinely compromised 
Different problems require different responses: 

• Suspected fabrication: hold the disputed material until it can be verified. 
• Authentic but selectively presented evidence: investigate what is missing before drawing 

conclusions. 
• A source with an undisclosed conflict: reassess credibility and corroboration rather than treating 

earlier assurances as sufficient. 
• Material containing irrelevant private information: omit or redact details that do not serve the 

public-interest story. 
These are applications of verification, transparency, independence, and harm-minimization standards—
not a rule that every questionable leak must either be published wholesale or discarded entirely.spj 
This adds an important nuance to our original discussion: a selfishly motivated source can help expose real 
wrongdoing, while a well-intentioned source can be mistaken. Journalism serves the public by testing the 
evidence rather than awarding credibility according to perceived moral purity. 
 
 
Real word examples of mixed-motive news leaks. 
 
Two revealing examples are Mark Felt’s Watergate disclosures and the release of hacked Democratic Party 
emails in 2016. They illustrate different problems: a source with potentially mixed personal motives, and a 
disclosure operation with a documented political objective. The evidence about motives is much stronger 
in the second case.justice+1 
1. Mark Felt and Watergate: public accountability alongside possible personal resentment 
Mark Felt, the FBI’s second-ranking official, was “Deep Throat,” the confidential source who helped 
Washington Post reporter Bob Woodward investigate Watergate. Felt believed the Nixon White House was 
interfering with the FBI investigation and compromising the bureau’s independence.nbcnews 
But there was also a possible personal motive: Nixon had passed Felt over for FBI director after J. Edgar 
Hoover’s death. L. Patrick Gray, who received the appointment, later argued that Felt leaked out of 
resentment and a desire to undermine him. That is Gray’s interpretation—not a conclusively established 
account of Felt’s inner motives.nytimes+1 
The mixed-motive possibility: 

• Concern about political interference and the integrity of an investigation. 
• Career disappointment, resentment, and institutional loyalty to the FBI. 

The lesson: personal grievance does not invalidate a disclosure, but journalists should verify its substance 
rather than assume the source is acting purely for the public good. 
2. The 2016 Democratic email releases: newsworthy material used in an influence operation 
The Mueller investigation found that Russian military intelligence hacked Democratic Party organizations 
and obtained emails from Clinton campaign chairman John Podesta. Stolen material was released through 
outlets and personas including DCLeaks, “Guccifer 2.0,” and WikiLeaks as part of Russia’s election-
interference operation.justice+1 
The documents became news, but their disclosure was not a neutral transparency exercise. Mueller 
documented communications about maximizing the releases’ political impact, including publication 
before the Democratic National Convention.justice+1 
The competing elements: 

• Internal communications could contain information relevant to public scrutiny. 

https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna8052678
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• The operation obtaining and releasing them sought political advantage through selective exposure 
and strategic timing.justice+1 

This was not a conventional insider whistleblower case. It was a hack-and-release operation—and the 
motives of the hackers, intermediaries, and individual journalists covering the material should not be 
treated as identical. 
The lesson: journalists can investigate leaked material while also reporting who obtained it, how it was 
selected, and what the release was designed to accomplish. 
What these examples establish—and what they do not 
Felt illustrates uncertainty about an individual’s motives. The 2016 operation illustrates documented 
strategic manipulation surrounding disclosure. Neither justifies assuming every leaked document is false—
or that every published interpretation is correct. 
They also complicate our original helpfulness-versus-selfishness distinction: useful public knowledge can 
emerge from resentment or political calculation. Journalism’s responsibility is to separate what the 
evidence establishes from what the source wants the audience to conclude. Reuters’ standards 
accordingly require scrutiny of source motives, corroboration, and newsroom responsibility for accuracy. 
 
 
 


