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The Renegade and the Rules: 
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American magazine pioneer Frank A. Munsey left a questionable legacy to today's 
editors and publishers. In 1893, Munsey lowered the cover price of Munsey's Magazine and 
filled the economic gap with what was then a new source of income: advertising. 

This move, and Munsey's tactics of seeking profit above all else, earned him the 
wrath of William Allen White. When Munsey died in 1925, White wrote one of the most 
famous and acerbic epitaphs in journalism history: 

Frank Munsey contributed to the journalism of his day the talent of a meat packer, 
the morals of a money changer and the manner of an undertaker. He and his kind have 
about succeeded in transforming a once-noble profession into an 8 percent security. May he 
rest in trust. 

Today’s media pioneers chart new technical and ethical territory on the Internet. 
They are a young, highly creative and often unruly bunch who might look at Munsey’s 
tactics—if they even know who Munsey was—and ask what the big deal is. Because of the 
free-for-all nature with which Internet developers approach their medium, the maintenance 
of journalistic standards on the Web has become a thorny issue for magazine publishers. In 
this environment, the American Society of Magazine Editors (ASME) revised its “Guidelines 
for Editors and Publishers” in April 1999. 

The blurring of the line between advertising and editorial on the Internet was one 
motivation for the new guidelines, but print magazines have had their own problems with 
increased advertiser demands for editorial input. As a result, the guidelines not only deal with 
new media, but also single-sponsor issues, editorial independence, and prior review. This is 
in addition to the original sections covering the layout, design, identification, and placement 
of advertising pages and advertorials. 

ASME President Jackie Leo, editorial director of Consumer Reports, says the Internet 
has always been a “renegade concept.” That renegade, she says, has become a mass medium 
that has the power to hurt the public. Unfortunately, Internet producers either eschew the 
staid nature of print rules and regulations or are unaware of them. 

In this climate, on-line magazines have added a whole new layer of problems. The 
distinction between advertising and editorial is harder to clarify on-line, and on-line 
magazines are harder to monitor. 
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Landon Y. Jones, vice president for strategic planning at Time Inc. and chair of the 
ASME guideline committee, agrees that on-line publishers are a breed apart from their print 
contemporaries. “On-line publishers are less likely to be familiar with the conventions of 
journalism,” he says. 

In discussing Internet publishing, the guidelines state: 

The dynamic technology of electronic pages and hypertext links create high potential 
for reader confusion. Permitting such confusion betrays reader trust and undermines the 
credibility not only of the offending on-line publication or editorial product, but also of the 
publisher itself. Therefore, it is the responsibility of each on-line publication to make clear to 
its users which on-line content is editorial and which is advertising and to prevent any 
juxtaposition that gives the impression that editorial material was created for, or influenced 
by, advertisers. 

While there have always been advertising-editorial conflicts, today's advertisers—
Internet as well as print—are asking for more than just the right to buy ads, Jones says. They 
want to make placement decisions and influence content, and they expect “value added” 
packages from publishers, which might include advertorials and joint ventures. 

Jones’s bottom line is a pragmatic one: “Does the reader know what’s going on?” 

“The public trust is paramount,” Leo adds, emphasizing that a magazine must not 
become “a wholly owned subsidiary of the ad department. Most publishers and ad sales 
representatives agree with this. They like that separation.” 

Cultural theorist Stuart Ewen sums up the change that has occurred in the 
relationship between advertisers and magazines: “At one time marketers viewed magazines as 
a place in which they could rent space for advertising. Today they view them as real estate 
holdings. Once you own real estate, you begin to think about the neighborhood, the 
surroundings, changing the shrubbery and so forth.” 

The new ASME guidelines include a “Standard for Prior Review,” a joint statement 
from the Magazine Publishers of America (MPA) and ASME, which was initially issued in 
1997 in response to advertiser requests for prior review of editorial content. As incorporated 
into the new guidelines, the standard maintains: 

As editors and publishers, we strongly believe that 
editorial integrity and credibility are the magazine 
industry’s most important assets. As a result, we 

believe that magazines should not submit table of 
contents, text or photos from upcoming issues to 
advertisers for prior review. We are confident that 

editors and publishers can inform advertisers about a 
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publication’s editorial environment or direction 
without engaging in practices that may at the very 

least create the appearance of censorship and 
ultimately could undermine editorial independence. 

The prior review brouhaha erupted when PentaCom, a division of BBDO 
Worldwide, and Chrysler Corporation’s advertising agency, required advance notice from 
magazines that planned to publish controversial content. After MPA and ASME responded 
with their strongly-worded prior review statement, Chrysler backed off from requiring 
advance notice, at the same time suggesting they would place less advertising in magazines. 
The implied threat: “We’ll take our ball of money and play elsewhere.” 

The ASME guidelines are voluntary, but if a magazine repeatedly violates them, it 
may be disqualified from being considered for a National Magazine Award and the editor 
responsible may be denied membership in ASME. 

The new guidelines do have teeth, Jones says, and those teeth “have been sharpened 
in recent years.” In 1999, ASME removed This Old House from the list of National 
Magazine Award finalists—the first time such an action has been taken, according to ASME 
Executive Director Marlene Kahan. This Old House, Kahan says, “flagrantly violated our 
guidelines.” The magazine repeatedly ran the Ace Hardware logo on editorial content, 
suggesting that the advertiser sponsored the editorial. The editor refused to make changes 
after being notified of ASME’s concerns. 

Kahan says the new ASME guidelines offer a sanction system that make them more 
enforceable. In the past, she says, “We would only take drastic measures if a magazine or 
editor consistently and egregiously violated our guidelines. A handful of magazines have been 
denied membership in ASME and have been ineligible for the National Magazine Awards 
because of violation of the guidelines.” 

While such action is still unusual, it may become more frequent with increased 
monitoring and enforcement of the guidelines. Jones says behavior in the magazine industry 
has “gotten worse. ASME has been forced to monitor it better.” 

The response to the guidelines has been surprisingly good, Jones says. ASME has 
received “more preemptory letters from publishers and editors asking, ‘Is this OK?’” Jones 
says a major payoff of the guidelines is that they have won the attention of publishers. 

The guidelines are only one step in ensuring an ethical magazine industry, especially 
one with rapidly changing technology and standards. “It is always hard to legislate good 
behavior,” Jones says. “You assume people follow the spirit of the law.” 


