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Series Editor’s Foreword

Robert T. Craig

Although the origins of academic research on journalism can be traced to mid-nineteenth century
Europe and work on this topic developed in several disciplines through the twentieth century,
especially in U.S. schools of Journalism and Mass Communication during the century’s last sev-
eral decades, in the perspective of the present moment journalism seems to have emerged rather
suddenly on the international scene of communication research as a vibrant new interdisciplinary
field. The Journalism Studies interest group of the International Communication Association,
formed as recently as 2004 with 50 initial members, at this writing is one of the largest, fastest
growing. and most broadly international ICA divisions with over 500 members as of mid-2008.
The Handbook of Journalism Studies, edited by Karin Wahl-Jorgensen and Thomas Hanitzsch, is
thus a timely contribution that provides a benchmark assessment and sets the agenda for future
research in this burgeoning area.

The editors’ introduction notes other signs of growth including several new journals and
major books on Journalism Studies published in recent years. It must be acknowledged that much
of what is here called Journalism Studies continues lines of research that have gone on for many
years under the rubric of Mass Communication, but the shift to Journalism Studies represents
more than just a new label for old work or the familiar process of a maturing sub-specialty spin-
ning off from an overpopulated division. Rather, it marks a significant shift of focus away from
the functionalist tradition in which journalism has been studied primarily with regard to abstract
functions of the mass communication process like gatekeeping and agenda setting. While these
and other similar lines of empirical research, as represented by excellent chapters in this volume,
continue to flourish and hold an important place, the frame shift from Mass Communication
to Journalism Studies inverts figure and ground. As the central focus shifts away from abstract
functions of mass communication and toward journalism as, in the editors’ words, “one of the
most important social, cultural and political institutions,” then the normative, historical, cultural,
sociological, and political aspects of journalism that were formerly overshadowed emerge as pri-
mary concerns and redefine the intellectual context in which empirical studies are conducted.

The editors and authors contributing to this volume hail from 11 countries around the world
and include leading scholars representing a range of disciplines. Thirty chapters review bodies
of literature on diverse aspects of Journalism Studies as an academic field, practices of news
production, analyses of news content, the complex relations of journalism to society, and the
global context of journalism research. Internationalizing the field and developing a global per-
spective on journalism institutions, extending research in traditionally marginalized institutions
and practices, and connecting scholarship with journalism education and professional practice
are appropriately emphasized by the editors as goals for the future.
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The ICA Handbook series is a joint venture between the International Communication Associa-
tion and Routledge. It will be a series of scholarly handbooks that represent the interests of ICA
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Preface

The book that you now have before you is a product of the conviction that we should care about
journalism and its study. We should care about journalism because it’s central to democracy,
citizenship, and everyday life, and we should care about journalism studies because it helps
us understand this key social institution. We are not alone in holding this conviction: Journal-
ism studies is one of the fastest growing areas within the larger discipline of communication
research and media studies. As indicated by a serious, though not altogether coherent body of
academic literature and ongoing scholarly work, the study of journalism has matured to become
an academic field of its own right. We felt that the arrival of journalism studies ought to be both
celebrated and solidified, and to honor this ambition, The Handbook of Journalism Studies was
conceived as a gathering place for the varied lasting and emerging preoccupations of scholars in
the field. This handbook therefore bears witness to the rapid and exciting developments within
this important area of research, as well as its complexity, richness and promise in terms of theory
and research. We hope the book can boost the intellectual foundations of journalism studies,
providing the reader with an overview of journalism as a dynamic field of study across its diverse
epistemological, theoretical and methodological traditions.

The Handbook of Journalism Studies sets out to comprehensively chart the field and define
the agenda for future research in an international context. It is our hope that the handbook, when
taken as a whole, provides a sense of journalism research on a global scale, covering not just
the dominant Anglo-American traditions but also looking beyond this context, to Africa, Latin
America, continental Europe, and Asia. Although we have sought to make journalism studies a
broad church in including 30 different chapters, each covering an impressive breadth of subject
matter, we do not claim to survey every key area and tradition of scholarship in journalism stud-
ies. We had to make tough choices about what we were able to include and, regrettably, what to
leave out. Needless to say, it would be impossible to do complete justice to a rich, dynamic and
ever-emerging field of research in only one volume, however bulky, and we are reassured that
journalism studies continues to be a productive scholarly community where the debates that echo
in this book and those we have been unable to reflect continue with unabated fervor. What we
do hope is that The Handbook of Journalism Studies will be a useful compendium resource for
anyone trying to get a sense of an academic field of inquiry and its past, present and future. We
intend for the book to provide the starting point for further discussion and debate among scholars
and students in communication and journalism studies.

The book is structured around a critical engagement with key theoretical and empirical tra-
ditions, fields of inquiry and scholarly debates in journalism studies, laid out by the foremost
experts in each area. Beginning with four introductory chapters which outline more general is-
sues in the field, the organization of the book reflects the aim of covering the broad contours of
journalism studies. The volume contains four thematic sections, covering scholarship on news
production and organizations, news content, journalism and society, and journalism in a global
context. Within these sections, each chapter provides a systematic and accessible overview of the

xi
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state of scholarship and defines key problems, but also advances theory-building and problem-
solving, and identifies areas for further research.

Editing this book and working with some of the most renowned scholars of our field has
been a pleasure and a privilege, but it would not have been possible without the help and dedica-
tion of many committed people. We would therefore like to express our gratitude to all contribu-
tors for their excellent chapters. We would also like to thank Linda Bathgate from Routledge and
the series editor Robert T. Craig for their helpful comments on the first draft of the proposal and
their help during the editing process. We are especially indebted to Hong Nga Nguyen “Angie”
Vu who did an exceptional job in proofreading all chapters. Karin would like to thank colleagues
in the Cardiff School of Journalism, Media and Cultural Studies for their support and advice, and
Jacob Wahl-Byde for his arrival in the middle of this project, adding both endless joy and chaos.
Thomas would like to thank colleagues in the Institute for Mass Communication and Media Re-
search at the University of Zurich for their patience and support during the editing stage of the
book.
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Introduction:
On Why and How We Should Do
Journalism Studies

Karin Wahl-Jorgensen and Thomas Hanitzsch

This handbook seeks to provide a sense of what we know about one of the most important social,
cultural, and political institutions: journalism.

Journalism has been around “since people recognized a need to share information about
themselves with others” (Zelizer, 2004, p. 2). However, the study of journalism is a more recent
phenomenon. There are several reasons why the study of journalism is a worthwhile endeavor for
scholars. First, news shapes the way we see the world, ourselves and each other. It is the stories
of journalists that construct and maintain our shared realities (cf. Carey, 1989). Because of this,
news can become a singularly important form of social glue; our consumption of stories about
current events large and small binds us together in an “imagined community” (Anderson, 1983)
of co-readers. Through the rituals of consuming and discussing the texts of journalism we come
to understand and construct ourselves as subjects within local, national and, increasingly, global
contexts. In particular, journalism is seen as intrinsically tied to democracy. It plays a key role in
shaping our identities as citizens, making possible the conversations and deliberations between
and among citizens and their representatives so essential to successful self-governance. In short,
news is “the stuff which makes political action [...] possible” (Park, 1940, p. 678).

Not all scholars share such an optimistic view of the persistence and prospects of journal-
ism in its professional and institutionalized mode. With the advent of interactive communication
technologies, journalism as we know it has been proclaimed “dead” and called a “zombie institu-
tion” (Deuze, 2006, p. 2), and researchers continue to speculate about the “end of journalism”
(e.g., Bromley, 1997; Waisbord, 2001). It is especially the potential decline of traditional political
journalism that raises normative concerns for many theorists, as “[i]ts loss would rob us of the
centerpiece of deliberative politics” (Habermas, 20006, p. 423). However, to appropriate Mark
Twain’s adage, rumors of the death of journalism may be greatly exaggerated. We might be wit-
nessing not the end of journalism but rather its re-invention (Weber, 2007).

As a textual form journalism is, as Hartley (1996, pp. 32—34) put it, the primary ‘““sense-mak-
ing practice of modernity.” It advances the key narratives of modernity and provides a store for
our collective memory. The texts of journalism constitute “the first draft of history.” It is primar-
ily through journalistic texts that historians and other observers of an age apprehend that age, in
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accounts of and reactions to events and people. Journalism is the primary means for articulating
and playing out both consensus (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978) and conflicts
(Cottle, 2006) in society; so news stories capture the ongoing drama of the battles between the
dominant ideology and its challengers.

If journalism plays such a central role in society, studying it is all the more important for any-
one wishing to understand contemporary culture. Doing so has become an increasingly popular
endeavor. Today, journalism studies is a fast-growing field within the communication discipline.
Over the past decades, the number of scholars identifying themselves as journalism researchers
has increased tremendously, helped along, among other things, by the foundation of several new
journals in the area, including Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism, Journalism Studies,
and Journalism Practice. The past few years have also seen the creation of Journalism Studies
divisions in the International Communication Association (ICA), the International Association
for Media and Communication research IAMCR), and the European Communication Research
and Education Association (ECREA). The number of regional journals covering journalism stud-
ies is constantly growing, including, for instance, the Brazilian Journalism Research, Ecquid
Novi: African Journalism Studies, Pacific Journalism Review, as well as a significant number of
semi-trade journals, such as the British Journalism Review, Global Journalism Review and the
American Journalism Review.

As journalism studies has matured to become a field of its own, it has produced its own
body of theories and literature. Books addressed to an audience of journalism researchers are
increasingly appearing in the market. Recent volumes such as Journalism (Tumber, 2008), Key
concepts in journalism studies (Franklin, Hamer, Hanna, Kinsey, & Richardson, 2005), Jour-
nalism: Critical issues (Allan, 2005), News: A reader (Tumber, 1999) and Social meanings of
news: A text-reader (Berkowitz, 1997) have all helped to consolidate journalism studies as a
field, with a companion to news and journalism studies (Allan, forthcoming) and an introduc-
tory textbook on journalism research (Hanitzsch & Quandt, forthcoming) underway. Yet the
roots and subsequent growth of this solidifying field are diverse and complex. Here, we identify
four distinct, but overlapping and co-existing phases in the history of journalism research: While
the field came out of normative research by German scholars on the role of the press in society,
it gained prominence with the empirical turn, particularly significant in the United States, was
enriched by a subsequent sociological turn, particularly among Anglo-American scholars, and
has now, with the global-comparative turn, expanded its scope to reflect the realities of a global-
ized world.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF JOURNALISM STUDIES RESEARCH

The Prehistory: Normative Theories

In some ways journalism studies can be seen as both a newcomer and an old hand on the stage
of scholarly research. Most observers have argued that scholarly work in the field began in the
early 20th century alongside the emergence of journalism as a profession and a social force.
However, some have found even earlier antecedents. As James Carey (2002) and Hanno Hardt
(2002) observed, many of the originating impulses behind research on communication and jour-
nalism came from Germany in the mid-19th century. As such, the “prehistory” of journalism
studies research can be found in the work of critical German social theorists (Hardt, 2002, p. 1),
highlighting the normative impulses which gave the field its founding impetus. Hanno Hardt, in
his now-classic work on Social Theories of the Press (2002), traced affinities, continuities, and
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departures between and among early German and American thinkers on the press. Among 19th
and early 20th century German theorists, he pinpointed the work of Karl Marx, Albert Schéffle,
Karl Knies, Karl Biicher, Ferdinand Tonnies, and Max Weber as particularly influential in their
conceptions of the social place of journalism (Hardt, 2002, p. 15).

Similarly, Loffelholz (2008), in tracing the German tradition of journalism studies, found
the ancestry of contemporary journalism theory in the work of the German writer and literary
historian Robert Eduard Prutz (1816-1872). In 1845, long before the establishment of news-
paper studies (‘“Zeitungskunde”) as a field of research, Prutz published The History of German
Journalism. Most early German theorists looked at journalism through a historical and normative
lens, based on the view that journalism is a craft of more or less talented individuals (Loffelholz,
2008). Journalism scholars were more concerned with what journalism ought to be in the context
of social communication and political deliberation than with the processes and structures of news
production. The engagement with journalism as seen from a macro-sociological perspective has,
in many ways, endured in German communication scholarship—often at the expense of empiri-
cal research. While Max Weber, in an address to the first annual convention of German sociolo-
gists, called for a comprehensive survey of journalists as early as 1910, such a study was not
carried out until the early 1990s (Schoenbach, Stuerzebecher, & Schneider, 1998; Weischenberg,
Loftelholz, & Scholl, 1998).

The Empirical Turn

An interest in the processes and structures of news production, as well as the people involved,
only began to emerge in the context of journalism training, first and most notably in the United
States. In this sense, empirical, rather than normative/theoretical work on journalism probably
got its start in the context of professional educators gaining an interest in sharing knowledge
about their work. It is certainly the case that in the US context, the study of journalism sprang
out of professional education (Singer, 2008) and was often administrative in nature. The estab-
lishment of Journalism Quarterly in 1924 (later to become Journalism & Mass Communica-
tion Quarterly), heralded this new age of journalism scholarship. Among other things, the first
issue contained an essay by University of Wisconsin’s Willard “Daddy” Bleyer outlining key
approaches to newspaper research (Singer, 2008). As Rogers and Chaffee (1994) pointed out,
Bleyer was instrumental in initiating a new age of journalism scholarship which took journalism
seriously both as a practical endeavor and an object of study. In the 1930s, Bleyer proceeded to
create a PhD minor within already-existing doctoral programs in political science and sociology
(Singer, 2008).

In other countries, such as the UK and Denmark, journalism education took place outside of
the academy, within news organizations where journalists were trained through apprenticeships
and skills-based short courses (Wahl-Jorgensen & Franklin, 2008). Under those conditions, the
education of journalists was considered along pragmatic lines, so that students took courses in
topics such as shorthand and journalism law. Because of the separation of journalism training
from the academy, a more reflective and scholarly approach was lacking from this model, and it
has meant that in countries where this has been the template for journalism training, most schol-
arship on journalism has come from social sciences and humanities disciplines that have taken up
journalism among many other interests. This may be one of the key reasons for the historically
interdisciplinary nature of journalism studies.

In the United States, the empirical study of journalism was given a renewed impetus when
early communication research emerged in the 1950s. This work came out of disciplines of so-
ciology, political science and psychology, and was spearheaded by larger-than-life figures such
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as Paul Lazarsfeld, Carl Hovland, Kurt Lewin, and Harold D. Lasswell. The origins within the
social sciences had a profound impact on the production of knowledge about journalism. In
particular, this influence solidified the empirical turn, drawing on methods such as experiments
and surveys to understand the workings of news media.

While most research in this period was concerned with audiences and media effects, the
emerging field of journalism studies slowly turned its attention to ‘“news people” and their pro-
fessional values, as well as to editorial structures and routines. Theories and concepts were gen-
erated by and based on empirical research, such as the gatekeeper model (White, 1950), the
professionalization paradigm (McLeod & Hawley, 1964), and theories of news values (Galtung
& Ruge, 1965) and agenda setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). The ground-breaking research
of these scholars belongs to the relatively few studies in the history of journalism studies that
can consensually referred to as “classics.” They have generated genuine journalism theories that
remain influential and important. And although many of their ideas may seem dated and have
been superceded by subsequent research, they continue to be significant to the field to the extent
that they have established important research traditions. These classic studies “may not be the
most advanced in either theory or method, but they capture the imagination” (Reese & Ballinger,
2001, p. 642).

The Sociological Turn

The 1970s and 1980s witnessed a stronger influence of sociology and anthropology on journal-
ism research, leading to what might be described as a sociological turn in the field. The focus
shifted to a critical engagement with journalism’s conventions and routines, professional and
occupational ideologies and cultures, interpretive communities, and to concepts related to news
texts, such as framing, storytelling and narrative, as well as to the growing importance of the
popular in the news. The increasing attention paid to cultural issues went hand in hand with the
adoption of qualitative methodologies, most notably ethnographic and discourse analytical strat-
egies. Among the figures who have left a lasting imprint on journalism studies in this tradition
are sociologists such as Gaye Tuchman, Herbert J. Gans, Philip Schlesinger, and Peter Golding,
as well as cultural studies proponents such as James Carey, Stuart Hall, John Hartley, and Barbie
Zelizer. This tradition of scholarship, often focused on work in and of national and elite news
organizations, allowed for a greater understanding of news production processes through descrip-
tive work, but also paved the way for a view of journalism’s role in constructing and maintaining
dominant ideologies (Wahl-Jorgensen & Franklin, 2008).

The Global-Comparative Turn

Finally, the 1990s have seen a global-comparative turn in journalism studies: While cross-cultur-
al research was pioneered by Jack McLeod as early as in the 1960s (McLeod & Rush 1969a, b),
it has taken up until the past two decades before the comparative study of journalism could es-
tablish a tradition of its own.! The global rise of international and comparative research has been
accelerated by political changes and new communication technologies. Journalism researchers
are finding more and more opportunities to meet with colleagues from afar, made possible by
the end of the cold war and increasing globalization. New communication technologies have
triggered the rise of institutionalized global networks of scientists, while it has become much
easier to acquire funding for international studies. As journalism itself is an increasingly global
phenomenon, its study is becoming an international and collaborative endeavor.
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JOURNALISM STUDIES TODAY

The onward march of globalization notwithstanding, journalism studies is still an extremely
diverse scholarly occupation. This diversity has been profoundly shaped by different national
traditions, resulting from the fact that the field has borrowed unevenly from the social sciences
and humanities (Zelizer, 2004). US scholarship stands out because of its strong empirical and
quantitative focus and the use of middle-range theories, while research in the UK and Australia
has unfolded within a critical tradition influenced by British cultural studies. By contrast, French
journalism research draws heavily on semiology and structuralism and is largely invisible to the
international academy, whereas German scholarship has a tradition of theorizing journalism on
a macro scale, influenced by systems theory and other theories of social differentiation. Many
journalism researchers in Asia have been educated in the United States and have therefore inter-
nalized a strong American orientation. Scholars in Latin America, on the other hand, are currently
re-orienting themselves, moving away from a reliance on US examples to an orientation towards
Mediterranean countries, most notably Spain, Portugal, and France.

In the face of the growing internationalization of the field, however, the key English-lan-
guage journals continue to be dominated by Anglo-American scholars, though with a steadily
increasing degree of international contributions. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly
(JMCQ), which was, until recently, the most important home to publications in journalism stud-
ies, draws heavily on US contributors, so that scholarship from or about other countries is a
glaring exception. The composition of the journal’s editorship and editorial board bespeaks the
strong American dominance, with only two out of 80 editors and board members coming from
outside the United States (see Table 1.1). To be sure, JMCQ is published by the Association for
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication (AEJMC), but the journal is extensively used
as a source and reference in many journalism and communication schools around the world.

Some academic associations, including the International Association for Media and Com-
munication Research (IAMCR) and the International Communication Association (ICA) are,
however, actively supporting a more equal representation of scholars from around the world, and
seeking to boost their international membership and visibility. New scholarly journals, includ-
ing Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism, Journalism Studies and Journalism Practice,
have deliberately positioned themselves as international in orientation by introducing greater
national diversity on their editorial boards. However, most editors and editorial board members
are US- and UK-based, and scholars from outside the English-speaking world are still a minority.
Against this background, the findings of a recent study of contributions to Journalism: Theory,

TABLE 1.1
International Distribution of Editors and Editorial Board Members in Leading Academic Journals
in the Field of Journalism Studies (as of March 2008)

Editors and EB Editors and EB Total number of
members from the members from editors and EB
U.S. and UK. outside the English- members
speaking world
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 78 (all U.S.) 2 80
Journalism: Theory, Practice and Criticism 42 12 58
Journalism Studies 35 18 50

Journalism Practice 16 13 31
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Practice and Criticism (JTPC) and Journalism Studies (JS) are hardly surprising. Cushion (2008)
concludes:

The data, overall, indicates a clear North American/Euro dominance in scholarly contributions.
This dominance is more apparent in JS where nine in ten articles published have either a US or
European based author. North American Universities account for a majority of articles in JTPC,
while European institutions are the most frequent contributors to JS. Less than one in ten authors
lie outside US/Europe in JS. Contributions from Asia and Australia mean JTPC fairs slightly
better at roughly three in twenty. Scholars from African and South American institutions have
contributed little to both journals. (p. 283)

Cushion (2008) further observes that close to half of all authors in Journalism and over a
third in Journalism Studies come from American universities. The geographical origins of au-
thors are, in turn, highly predictive of the area they study, so that the work of US news organi-
zations is extremely well charted, whereas we know excruciatingly little about what goes on in
newsrooms and media content in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

Most of the research published in these journals and elsewhere focuses on journalists, their
practices and the texts they produce. For example, an examination of publications in the past 10
years in the three premier journals is revealing of the preoccupations of journalism scholars. In
the US context, the paradigm of framing research gives impetus to much of the current research
on journalism texts, whereas scholars elsewhere are more likely to draw on discourse and textual
analysis. However, Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly has traditionally drawn exten-
sively on content analysis, so that, for example, a quarter of articles published between 1975 and
1995 used this method (Riffe & Freitag, 1997). Nevertheless, JMCQ features considerably more
research on news audiences than the other journals, because it includes frequent contributions
drawing on experimental research influenced by the effects tradition. There is a considerable
number of articles on the third-person effect, as well as application of concepts such as salience
and attribution. Nevertheless, the majority of contributions remain focused on the psychology
and sociology of journalism.

Despite the strength of an empirical tradition that has held sway since the early years of
communication research, and the growing importance of global perspectives, the field is heavily
influenced by a particular set of normative presumptions that we could do well to reflect on: We
assume, as implied at the beginning of this chapter, that journalism is a benevolent force of social
good, essential to citizenship, and that it constitutes a “fourth estate” or plays a “watchdog role”
by providing a check on excesses of state power. As such, we also assume that journalists under-
stand themselves as defenders of free speech and as independent forces for the common good.
In this, contemporary journalism studies scholars of all stripes share the concerns that drove the
work of the pioneering German thinkers.

However, by drawing on these assumptions we ignore the fact that in many parts of the
world outside the liberal and often libertarian Anglo-American tradition, the press has, in fact,
been heavily instrumentalized. Totalitarian regimes around the world have shown a profound
understanding of the power of the press, from the use of journalism to advance national social-
ist ideology in Nazi Germany (Weischenberg & Malik, 2008, p. 159) to China’s “watchdogs on
party leashes” (Zhao, 2000). We should also not ignore the fact that journalism has been used to
facilitate genocide and fuel hatred and intolerance, thus powering conflict. This has been well
documented, for example in the cases of Rwanda, Liberia, and Sierra Leone (M’Bayo, 2005). Re-
latedly, ever since the Danish newspaper Jyllandsposten’s controversial publication of cartoons
featuring the Prophet Muhammad, it has become apparent that claims of free speech universal-
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ism rub up against cultural and religious sensibilities in a globalized world (Berkowitz & Eko,
2007).

Journalism researchers aware of these complexities are increasingly interested in tracing
the consequences of profound transformations in journalism organizations, production practices,
content and audiences that have come about as a result of globalization and political, economic,
social, and technological change.

HANDBOOK OF JOURNALISM STUDIES: AN OVERVIEW

This handbook bears witness to such preoccupations, structured as it is around a critical engage-
ment with key theoretical and empirical traditions, fields of inquiry and scholarly debates in
journalism studies. Beginning with four introductory chapters which outline broad issues in the
field, the book contains four thematic sections, covering scholarship on news production and
organizations, news content, journalism and society, and journalism in a global context.

The organization of the book reflects the aim of covering the broad contours of journalism
studies: First, Kevin Barnhurst and John Nerone, in their chapter on journalism history, provide a
broader context in tracing the parallels between the history of journalism and journalism history
scholarship. They argue that conventional histories of journalism tend “to essentialize journal-
ism, treating what journalists do as an un-problematical set of existing practices” and that they
construct ’journalism itself as a universal subject position,* focusing on the experiences of white
male professionals. The chapters from Barbie Zelizer and Beate Josephi trace the contentious and
ever-evolving relationships between and among journalism practitioners, educators and scholars.
Zelizer argues that the dissonance between journalism and the academic world “echoes a broader
disjunction characterizing journalism’s uneven and spotty existence with the world.” Josephi’s
chapter outlines the diversity of approaches to teaching journalism around the world, demonstrat-
ing that while the US model has been dominant in scholarship, it does little to reflect the variety
of experiences and educational models that prevail worldwide.

The second part of the book picks up on the significance of understanding the work of jour-
nalists by looking at the context of news production. This section is opened by Lee Becker and
Tudor Vlad’s chapter on news organizations and routines which holds that while work on rou-
tines has been particularly extensive and compelling, and has drawn our attention to journalism’s
social construction of reality, we need to move beyond this perspective by instead paying more
attention to the creative processes that underlie story ideation. The second chapter in this section
takes a closer look at one of the oldest and most influential journalism theories: gatekeeping.
Although the roots of the theory go back as far as to the early 1950s, it remains highly relevant,
as Pamela J. Shoemaker, Tim P. Vos, and Stephen D. Reese argue, and is resurfacing as a vibrant
area, in part as a result of technological change within the profession, and in part because of new
approaches, such as field theory.

Michael Schudson and Chris Anderson’s chapter examines another source of journalistic
power: The ideal of objectivity. They suggest that objectivity serves a key role in journalistic cul-
tures, acting ““as both a solidarity enhancing and distinction-creating norm and as a group claim
to possess a unique kind of professional knowledge, articulated via work.” Relatedly, Daniel
Berkowitz, in his chapter on journalists and their sources, demonstrates that the study of report-
ers and their sources needs to move towards a dynamic understanding of interaction in terms
of the sustained “ability to shape ongoing meanings in a culture. And while several of the key
approaches to understanding news production have ignored questions of power, Linda Steiner’s
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chapter on gender in the newsroom warns against any essentializing claims about the nature of
“feminine” news, arguing that instead we can draw on feminist perspectives to think up new jour-
nalistic genres and newsroom cultures. This call for a rethink of methodological and conceptual
tools is echoed by Jane Singer and Thorsten Quandt’s chapter, which suggests that the impetus to
renew scholarly perspectives in the light of ongoing changes has been accelerated by the advent
of journalistic convergence and cross-platform production.

The third section of the book moves on from news institutions to the content they produce,
looking at the plethora of theoretical and empirical perspectives which have sought to explain the
texts of journalism through the whole range of theories. Renita Coleman, Maxwell McCombs,
Donald Shaw, and David Weaver open this section with their chapter on agenda-setting, one of a
few mass communication theories that has had a lasting influence in other social sciences disci-
plines. The authors point to the difficulty of distinguishing between agenda-setting research and
the more recent perspective of framing. However, as, Robert Entman, Jorg Matthes and Lynn Pel-
licano argue in their chapter on this topic, framing has originated a rich tradition of its own. They
suggest that in political communication research, framing has been rather narrowly conceived,
and that scholars could benefit from broadening the study of framing effects, while connecting
them to larger questions of democratic theory.

The need for a careful reconceptualization is also evident in Deirdre O’Neill and Tony Har-
cup’s chapter on news values, which points out that although the practice among scholars in this
area has been to produce lists of news values, this practice obscures the fact that conceptions of
news values are ever-contested and also change dynamically across time and place. This relation-
ship between news texts, power and contestation has long been recognized in other domains of
journalism studies: Teun van Dijk, in his chapter on news, discourse and ideology, demonstrates
how scholars conceptualize the concrete ways in which the news is infused with the dominant
ideology and contributes to its maintenance and reproduction. John McManus’ chapter on the
commercialization of news extends this view to the relationship between media and markets,
concluding that “relying on unregulated markets will not render the quality or quantity of news
that participatory government requires to flourish.” Questions of power within the commercial
press also come to the forefront in the final chapter in this section, written by S. Elizabeth Bird
and Robert Dardenne, which argues that a key question for scholars of news narrative ought to
be whose story is being told.

The fourth section of the book takes a broader view by looking at work on the relationship
between journalism and society. Brian McNair’s chapter on journalism and democracy points to
a current pessimism about journalism’s role in facilitating citizenship, but also argues that there
are grounds for optimistic assessments because “there is more political journalism available to
the average citizen in the average mature democracy than at any previous time in history.” David
Miller and William Dinan pick up on scholarly debates about the health of the public sphere,
calling “for a new synthesis of theories of communication, power and the public sphere” which
uses Habermas’ ideas as foundation.

The “norms of responsible journalism™ are the focus of Stephen Ward’s chapter on journal-
ism ethics. Ward concludes that today’s journalism requires a more cosmopolitan ethics that
takes both global and local contexts seriously. In a similar vein, Kyu Ho Youm’s chapter on
journalism law and regulation demonstrates that scholarship in this area has to contend with the
challenges of the diversity of national traditions and histories that shape their conceptions of
press freedom.

Another blind spot in journalism studies is the relative neglect of the audience. John Hart-
ley, in his chapter on journalism and popular culture, argues that this disregard for the audience
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is the result of different models of communication, widely held among journalists on the one
hand and popular activists on the other. Journalism studies, he suggests, has “fetishized the
producer-provider” and “ignores the agency of the consumer.” Chris Atton makes a similar
point in his chapter which examines alternative and citizen journalism, often seen to provide a
much-needed counterforce to the problems of mainstream journalism. He suggests that schol-
ars of these genres, while celebrating the empowerment and participation that they embody,
have yet to fully account for audience engagement with them. As Mirca Madianou argues in
her contribution on news audiences, although “most research on news is ultimately concerned
with its impact on society, the question of the news audience has often remained an implied
category.”

The book’s fifth and final section honors the recent global-comparative turn in journalism
studies by situating journalism studies in its global context. Simon Cottle’s chapter opens this
section suggesting that scholars could do well to bring politics back into the study of globaliza-
tion and journalism by paying attention to the dynamic processes through which “conflicts and
contention are strategically pursued and performed in the media by contending interests and
across time.”

One type of journalism that has always been preoccupied with conflicts and contention in
a global setting is examined in Howard Tumber’s chapter on covering peace and war. It demon-
strates how journalism scholars have responded to changing practices of war reporting, devel-
oping approaches that tell us not only about the work of war correspondents, but also about the
ideologies and power relations of the societies that wage and cover war. While commercial media
tend to emphasize conflict and sensation, public service media are often believed to provide a
necessary balance. In light of this normative expectation, Hallvard Moe and Trine Syvertsen, in
their chapter on public service broadcasting, examine the concept of public service in terms of
“forms of political intervention into the media market with the purpose of ensuring that broad-
casters produce programs deemed valuable to society.”

While public service broadcasting has been a key paradigm for structuring the media in
Western Europe, it is equally important to look at journalistic practices beyond western contexts.
One of the approaches that is particularly crucial to less developed parts of the world and which
rubs up against a liberal model of the press is development journalism. Xu Xiaoge, in his chapter
on this paradigm, illustrates the central position of this concept in Asia and Africa, while demon-
strating that scholarly interest in development journalism practices remains under-developed.

Advocacy journalism is another important paradigm that is not equally appreciated by jour-
nalists around the world, as Silvio Waisbord argues. He sees advocacy journalism as a form of
“political mobilization that seeks to increase the power of people and groups and to make institu-
tions more responsive to human needs.”

Together, these chapters highlight the fact that the internationalization of journalism research
itself remains incomplete. Thomas Hanitzsch’s chapter points to the centrality of comparative
research of the formation of journalism studies as a truly international field. However, while
increasingly practiced, it is still theoretically and methodologically underdeveloped, and its heu-
ristic potential has not yet been fully exploited. Another problem in international journalism
research is the continued Western dominance of the field, as Herman Wasserman and Arnold de
Beer argue in their chapter. The authors suggest that only a redistribution of economic resources
can redress the imbalances in knowledge production. For many reasons, cross-cultural research
therefore remains a cumbersome endeavor. Its inherently western bias and lack of universally
applicable concepts, as well as problems of establishing equivalence and case selection can only
be resolved by internationally collaborative research.
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THE FUTURE(S) OF JOURNALISM STUDIES

In addition to telling us about how journalism is studied here and now, this book also intends to
contribute to a debate about where journalism research should be heading. Each of the chapters
reflects on directions for future research, highlighting the fact that we currently live in an era
where both journalism and society are undergoing profound transformations. Under such cir-
cumstances we believe that one of the greatest current challenges of journalism studies is to be
reflexive about the globalized power relations that shape its interests.

Anthropologists have been critical of their field’s tendency to “study down” (Nader, 1969)
or focus on the lives of relatively powerless and culturally distant groups.? By contrast, it could be
argued that journalism researchers have focused on “studying up” or engaging in “elite research”
(Conti & O’Neil, 2007), by paying a disproportionate amount of attention to elite individuals,
news organizations and texts. The practice of studying up has profoundly shaped which types of
newswork and news texts are best documented, and which are neglected. For example, studies
of news organizations have tended to focus on journalism as produced in large, often national,
television and newspaper newsrooms in elite nations. Similarly, analyses of news texts either
focus on major events and disasters or on the routine news processes and products of elite news
organizations. However, we would like to suggest that a vibrant field of journalism studies must
begin to look outside this narrow realm. This means that scholars ought to broaden the scope of
research beyond mainstream journalism as well as beyond elite nations, leading news organiza-
tions and prominent journalists.

For one, journalism studies has tended to ignore the work that goes on in less glamorous
journalistic workplaces which are nevertheless dominant in terms of both the number of news-
workers employed by such organizations, the quantity of content output, and the audiences for
their output. This scholarly neglect of a majority of the occupation it proclaims to study is par-
ticularly problematic because the working conditions of journalists vary hugely depending on
economic, political, technological and social contexts. In the absence of competing accounts, the
journalism cultures that have been well-documented come to stand in as the universal(izing) and
authoritative descriptions of what journalism is all about. For instance, the professional practices
of local journalists have been particularly neglected even though the vast majority of journalists
work in local or regional media (see, for example, Franklin, 2006).

The focus on elite, national, or metropolitan media organizations can, to some extent, be ex-
plained by the political economy of publishing and the academy: Researchers may be more likely
to gain institutional approval and prestige, grant money, publications and promotions from a
study of a well-known, national and elite news organization than from more marginalized media
practices. Also, while the relatively small number of elite national news organizations may serve
as a more comfortable basis for generalizations and statements suggesting a “shared culture”
(Harrison, 2000, p. 108), such claims are much more difficult to make for the vast diversity of
local, alternative or specialist media practices (cf. Kannis, 1991, p. 9).

In this respect, the neglect of journalistic practices marginalized within the newsroom is par-
ticularly alarming. Research tends to overlook particular categories of newsworkers. It predomi-
nantly charts the professional cultures of privileged full-time news reporters over casualized,
multi-skilled, and free-lance journalists, to mention just a few neglected categories. This is the
case despite the fact that the journalistic workforce is, in fact, increasingly based on short-term
employment and a reliance on free-lancers (Bew, 2006).

Other forms of journalistic production which operate at the peripheries of the newsroom—
even though they may be an integral part of the content put out by news organizations—are equally
neglected by researchers in journalism studies. This is particularly true of specialist journalisms
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which are removed from the excitement of the newsgathering process and frequently occupy the
lower rungs of the newsroom hierarchy. As a result, for example, the work of arts journalists,
music journalists and features reporters has received little attention (Harries & Wahl-Jorgensen,
2007). Similarly, scholars have failed to pay attention to the large numbers of newsworkers oc-
cupied in business journalism, a specialism which is growing ever-more expansively (Journalism
Training Forum, 2002) and whose success is linked to larger social trends, including the global-
ization of capital. Popular forms of journalism, despite their broader appeal and innovative forms
of story-telling, have also received scant attention (see Hartley’s chapter in this volume).

As highlighted by the increasing significance of convergence, journalism studies also ought
to explore the boundaries of journalism by examining talk shows, free sheets, advertorials, “citi-
zen journalism’/user-generated content, blogs, podcasting, and online news aggregators—and
the impact of these developments on our understanding of journalism. Such liminal journal-
ism practices have frequently been ignored because they represent marginalized news producers
(see Atton’s chapter in this volume), but they are nevertheless becoming increasingly visible in
journalism research as scholars recognize the seismic shifts they represent. Researchers need to
reassess journalism’s place in an increasingly global and mutually interconnected world with
new communication technologies that profoundly challenge traditional boundaries between in-
formation production and information consumption and raise new questions about journalism’s
identity and positioning in a mediatized society.

Similarly, journalism studies could benefit from a move away from a focus on the producers
and texts of media, towards an interest in a nuanced understanding of the audiences of news. The
tendency—replicated here—to separate production, content, and audiences may blind research-
ers to fruitful and significant avenues of inquiry. To do justice to the importance of journalism,
scholars ought to model and investigate it as a complex process involving producers, content,
and audiences. Researchers need to link the individual, organizational and societal influences on
news production to actual news content and relate these to the effects of news coverage. Tradi-
tional metaphors of journalism as a process of transmission of information need to be rethought
in terms of an understanding of journalism as a cultural practice that is essentially based on a
public negotiation of meaning. If the field is committed to greater reflexivity about the power
relations that underlie practices of journalism, it also ought to generate more fine-grained knowl-
edge about the ideological structures that underlie the highly rationalized processes of news
production and assess the ways in which they reproduce social and cultural inequalities—as well
as the potential of journalism to challenge or at least interrogate these hegemonic structures by
means of alternative journalism.

Studying the experience of journalists in under-researched media, occupational roles and re-
gions would also contribute to challenging prevailing power relations in the world, reproduced in
scholarship. As Pan, Chan, and Lo (2008, p. 197) argue, like “any discursive system, journalism
research articulates with the social setting where it is conducted, drawing from it inspirations, re-
sources, and insights, and reflecting, speaking to, as well as shaping the setting in specific ways.”
Instead of taking Western models and theories for granted, these models and theories ought to
be challenged from a truly global perspective that does not privilege any particular local point of
view (Wasserman & de Beer, in this volume).

Such a radical internationalization of the field could be achieved through more international
and comparative research that incorporates cultural expertise. This impulse is certainly evident
in the work represented by the global-comparative turn, and it is one that ought to be continued
if journalism studies is to reach its full potential. Journalism studies must therefore become truly
cosmopolitan by paying more attention to regions of the world that remain largely unattended by
journalism researchers, including sub-Saharan Africa, parts of the Middle East, Asia, and South
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America. For researchers in less developed regions, comparative research could also provide
opportunities for academic interaction, especially by providing access to unevenly distributed
knowledge. Internationalizing the world of journalism studies is all the more important as a peda-
gogical intervention: Many scholars teach present and future journalists from areas where jour-
nalistic work is so different that they find little to recognize in the existing literature. Journalism
studies has always been an inter-discipline, encompassing work in social sciences and humanities
disciplines including sociology, history, linguistic, political science and cultural studies (Zelizer,
2004). Journalism scholars have the opportunity to contribute to debates beyond the disciplines
of journalism, media and communication studies.

Finally, we also ought to understand and be reflexive about the power relations between
journalism studies and its related professional and scholarly fields. The relationship between
journalism studies and its immediate environment—the fields of journalism practice and jour-
nalism education—has not always been an easy one. Journalism studies often finds itself in a
difficult position at the intersection of three different groups with frequently clashing interests:
journalists, journalism educators, and journalism scholars. As a result, their relationship is often
one of uneasiness and ignorance:

[J]ournalists say journalism scholars and educators have no business airing their dirty laundry;
journalism scholars say journalists and journalism educators are not theoretical enough; journal-
ism educators say journalists have their heads in the sand and journalism scholars have their heads
in the clouds. (Zelizer, in this volume)

Journalism studies therefore needs to pay more attention to the transfer of knowledge, gen-
erated by scientific inquiry, to the fields of journalism education and practice. Finally, to do full
justice to its promise, journalism studies ought to engage in more explanatory studies that go
beyond mere description; and conduct more systematic and truly longitudinal studies that care-
fully track changes in journalism over time. Such an approach will allow us to see and analyze
journalism in its historical and cultural context.

In other words, we predict that the future of journalism studies is one of understanding the
discipline and its object of inquiry as deeply embedded in particular historical, political, eco-
nomic and cultural contexts, and simultaneously as part of a messy global world. These complex
and variegated settings where journalism is studied are subject to complex power relations which
we ignore at our peril.

NOTES

1. The World of the News study, led by Annabelle Srebeny-Mohammadi, Kaarle Nordenstreng and Robert
L. Stevenson in the 1980s, was an exception to the rule.

2. Please note that some of the ideas contained in this section were first developed in Wahl-Jorgensen (in
press).
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Journalism History

Kevin G. Barnhurst and John Nerone

The term journalism history is of relatively recent coinage, more recent than the term journal-
ism, of course. But the discourse now called journalism history has a longer history, one that
tracks the rise of news culture as a realm of first print culture and later media culture. As each
new formation of news culture appeared, new genres of doing the history of news developed.
Throughout this history of journalism history, the boundary separating it from other forms of
media history has been porous and blurry. Since the 1970s, journalism history has been wres-
tling with an identity crisis, one that in many ways anticipates the broader crisis in the identity
of journalism today.

Because journalism histories are so various, the best way to map them is to historicize them.
This strategy has the additional advantage of showing how the project of writing histories of
journalism has been part of a larger project of defining and disciplining news culture. For many
scholars today, history provides and indispensable tool for critiquing professional journalism by
showing its contingency and entanglements.

Journalism history emerged from two sources. The first was a kind of general intellectual
interest in the evolution of means of communication. Many scholars trace this interest back to
Plato’s Phaedrus, which discusses cognitive issues related to writing. Enlightenment thinkers
in Europe were particularly attentive to how literacy, then alphabetic literacy, and finally the
printing press occasioned deep structural changes in social, cultural, and political life (Heyer,
1988). Twentieth-century thinkers like Harold Adams Innis and Marshall McLuhan expressed
the same outlook. In works of journalism history proper, this outlook often appears as a tendency
to emphasize the importance of machines in shaping the course of journalism. Comprehensive
histories often use the introduction of new technologies, like the steam press or broadcasting,
as narrative turning points, and journalists’ autobiographies often dwell on the changes that oc-
curred in newsroom technology in the course of their subjects’ careers.

The second source for journalism history was more occupational. As newswork developed
and professionalized, it constructed a history for itself by projecting its identity backward into
the past. So journalism history grew up with journalism, and its historical awareness is a feature
of its actual development.

17
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PREHISTORY

Printed newspapers first appeared in Europe at the beginning of the seventeenth century. They
were a late feature of the so-called printing revolution (Eisenstein, 1979; Johns, 1998), which
at first concentrated on multiplying and extending the sorts of books that had previously been
reproduced by hand, and only subsequently produced newer formats that took fuller advantage
of the capacities of the printing press. Newspapers were not immediately established because the
uses of newspapers were not readily apparent to printers and their patrons. But, with the rise of
religious controversy following the Protestant Reformation, and the appearance of new economic
institutions and the rise of market society, activists and entrepreneurs developed newspapers as
practical media.

Early newspapers aimed at specific readers (business proprietors, landed gentry, Calvinists).
By the middle of the seventeenth century, such newspapers were common in the capital cities of
Western Europe. Amsterdam, a leading city in both commerce and religious independence, was
a particularly important location; in fact, the first English-language newspapers (weekly news-
books called Corantos) were published in Amsterdam in 1620.

For the most part, not until the eighteenth century did it became normal for newspapers to
target a more general readership with political concerns. The rise of a bourgeois public sphere
(Habermas, 1989) transformed the newspaper from an instrument of commerce, on the one hand,
and religious controversy, on the other, into an instrument of continual political argumentation
and deliberation. Newspapers became central resources in the age of bourgeois revolutions. The
Glorious Revolution in England, the American Revolution, and the French Revolution all pro-
duced vigorous news cultures and active combat in print.

As political systems developed in Europe and North America, norms for the conduct of
politics in newspapers appeared. The newspaper became a key part of a system for representing
public opinion. As newspaper discourse announced its proper role, it claimed a set of expecta-
tions for rational discourse in line with what Jiirgen Habermas (1989) ascribes to the bourgeois
public sphere. Historians disagree, however, on whether these norms reflected the actual sociol-
ogy of the news (Lake & Pincus, 2006; Mah, 2000; Raymond, 2003). Many dispute the openness,
impersonality, and rationality that Habermas attributes to eighteenth-century public discourse.
But even if newspapers were partisan, impassioned, and exclusive (primarily for the propertied,
white male reader), they continually appealed to norms of universal rational supervision. Prime
examples of such newspaper discourse were the frequently reprinted letters of Cato (Trenchard &
Gordon, 1723) and of Publius. The latter was a trio of political leaders (James Madison, Alexan-
der Hamilton, and John Jay), who published their letters, better known as the Federalist Papers.
Their pseudonym refers to a figure from the Roman Republic but translates literally as “public
man,” or citizen, a rhetorical position meant to emphasize a non-partisan concern with the com-
mon good (Furtwangler, 1984).

The eighteenth-century revolutions forged a relationship between the media and democracy.
Because the basis of political legitimacy shifted from blood and God to the will of the people,
the principal problem of good government became the continual generation of consent through
public opinion. Political thinkers dwelt on the problem of public opinion. After some experience
with the practicalities of government, they began to comment actively on the need for systems
of national communication, and to encourage what we would call infrastructure development in
the form of postal systems and the transportation networks they required (John, 1994; Mattelart,
1996).

Until well into the eighteenth century, regulation and censorship of news culture was typi-
cally considered appropriate and necessary. The spread of news in print had coincided with and
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gained impetus from the Thirty Years’ War (1618—-1648), and was deeply implicated in the long
series of wars of religion that followed the Protestant Reformation. The states of Europe consid-
ered the control of public discussion essential to maintaining peace and legitimacy. They, along
with the Vatican, developed systems of press control that included licensing and prohibition (Sie-
bert, 1952). Printers and booksellers, meanwhile, participated in the creation of copyrights and
patents. In essence, the state made grants of monopoly that assured revenue while encouraging
responsible behavior (Feather, 1987; Bettig, 1996).

“Freedom of the press” became one of the common narratives for early journalism histories.
During the age of Revolution, narratives of heroic publicists and propagandists struggling against
censorship became themselves part of the public discourse surrounding contests over forms of
government. Over the next century or so, a canon of liberal thought would be created, hailing
figures like John Milton, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine into a long conversation with
each other. This largely artificial discourse would form part of the shared culture of subsequent
journalism histories (Peters, 2005).

The age of Revolution proposed that democratic governance should be based on public opin-
ion generated by an arena of discussion governed by norms of impartial, rational discourse. But
this theory always competed with the reality of the partisan uses of the newspaper. Much of the
heat of early party politics in all the new democracies came from the questionable legitimacy of
the tools of party competition, including the press.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century in most Western countries, a frankly partisan
model of news culture became ascendant. Only at this point does the word journalism come into
play. It is French in origin, and initially referred to the journalism of opinion that flourished in
the years following the Revolution. The term migrated into English by around 1830, but still re-
ferred to partisan debate over public affairs and had a negative connotation, as a sign of political
dysfunction.

Though never made fully respectable, partisan journalism gradually acquired a positive jus-
tification. As democratic government became the norm, the spectacle of political combat came
to seem healthy. Observers argued that, like the competition of the marketplace, political dispute
served to promote a general social good. And, as most of Western Europe and North America
relaxed press regulation through the early to mid nineteenth century, a freer market in newspapers
interacted with partisan journalism to create something like a marketplace of public opinion.

EMERGENCE

At this point the first works of what would later become journalism history appeared. Predeces-
sors include early chronicles that recorded the growth of printing, including newspapers among
other publications (e.g., Thomas, 1970 [1810]). These mostly celebratory accounts of the rise of
the press were usually also patriotic, inflected by a sense of the triumph of democratic govern-
ment and freedom of the press. The works fell into what historians have called the Whig theory
of history, a term that refers to a grand narrative constructed around the inevitable conflict of
liberty and power, featuring the progressive expansion of liberty (Butterfield, 1931). The Whig
model of journalism history was to remain ascendant well into the twentieth century, even as
notions of journalism and freedom of the press changed dramatically (Carey, 1974; McKerns,
1977).

Whig history leaned toward biography. Because it pivoted on the advance of a specifically
liberal notion of freedom, the model tended to present narratives of strong individuals as pro-
ducers of change. News organizations also tended to be personified. Examples include early
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biographies of newspaper publishers. An admiring former aide would set a pattern of lionizing
the publisher in a popular memoir, and that view would endure, either through subsequent, ex-
panded editions of the work or in the background of biographies by authors not associated with
the prominent figure. Parton’s (1855) biography of Horace Greeley established this pattern in
the United States, and later writers followed it for press moguls like James Gordon Bennett
(Pray, 1855; Crouthamel, 1989), Joseph Pulitzer (Ireland, 1937 [1914]; Seitz, 1970 [1924]), Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst (Winkler, 1928; Older, 1972 [1936]), and Edward Scripps (Gardner, 1932;
Cochran, 1933).

In the middle to late nineteenth century, a mass press appeared nation by nation in the United
States and Europe (Chalaby, 1998), with the timing of its appearance tied to the persistence
of taxation or other forms of press regulation. This commercialized press was more reliant on
advertising revenue and consequently aimed at a broader audience than the earlier, primarily
political newspapers. Newspapers segmented these more inclusive audiences by gender, age, and
class, deploying new kinds of content to assemble specific readerships that could in turn be sold
to advertisers. The news matter in the mass circulation press included more event-oriented news,
especially crime news, and also more reporting on social and cultural concerns, or so-called hu-
man interest stories.

Journalism came to acquire its modern sense, as a discipline of news reporting, around that
time, when it also began to distinguish itself from its “other.” As a mass audience grew, the popu-
lar press fed readers sensational stories, and acquired the reputation of social marginality. Yellow
journalism, perhaps named after the cheap paper produced by the new wood pulp process, or
more likely named after the yellow covers on earlier cheap crime fiction, was a transnational phe-
nomenon. [llustrated news also became popular, first in Britain, then, in a direct line of descent,
in France and Spain, and then in North America and other European countries (Martin, 2006).
Along with the growth of the popular press, a politics of news quality appeared. Reformers and
traditional elites complained about the impact of journalism upon public intelligence and moral-
ity. The episodic character of newspaper content was said to hamper the ability of the public to
engage in sustained or complex thought or deliberation, while the general taste for scandal and
sensation seemed to coarsen public mores.

Journalism thus took on the task of uplifting and policing news culture. This mission suited
the purposes of public figures, who wanted more decorum in news culture. In the United States,
one outcome of this dynamic was the discovery of an implied constitutional right to privacy
(Warren & Brandeis, 1890). Other involved parties had other reasons to support journalists’ mis-
sion to purify the news. Publishers wanted to purify their image to protect themselves from a
public now inclined to think of the power of the press as a danger. Newsworkers, in turn, aspired
to elevate the status of their work.

The project of improving journalism coincided with a particular sociology of newswork
(Nerone & Barnhurst, 2003). Newsworkers divided into three broad sorts: editors, who com-
piled news and wrote opinion pieces; correspondents, who wrote long letters from distant
places and generally had a voice and expressed attitudes; and reporters, who scavenged news
from beats and transcribed meetings and other news events. The attempt to uplift journalism
enhanced adjustments to this sociology. A proto-professional form of journalism appeared as a
union of the positions of the reporter and the correspondent, coupled with the construction of
walls of reified separation between them and editors on the one hand and business managers
on the other. The increased autonomy that came from this redefined journalism was evident
in the rise of muckraking in the United States, as well as other journalisms of exposure else-
where.
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PROFESSIONALIZATION

At the beginning of the twentieth century, journalism in the West was ready to begin a profes-
sionalization project. The process was manifest in broadly based phenomena like the founding
of press clubs and associations and of schools of journalism, along with the crafting of codes of
ethics. In some places, journalists formed unions; in others, governments established credential-
ing regimes (Bjork, 1996). In all developed countries, aspects of monopoly arose around the
most industrialized elements of the news system, especially metropolitan newspapers and wire
services, supporting the kinds of control that an autonomous profession might establish.

The professionalization project required a somewhat different form of journalism history.
The new schools of journalism wanted a teachable history that could provide moral exemplars
for aspiring professionals. The old Whig histories were somewhat useful, but only after being
cleansed of their mavericks.

Teaching about the news industry also called for more awareness of the conditions for busi-
ness. The countries with more commercial news arenas, especially the United States, inserted a
narrative of market redemption. The history textbooks most used in U.S. journalism schools saw
independent journalism as a product of the market that vanquished any partisan ties (Nerone,
1987). This view was evident not just in standard textbooks (Bleyer, 1973; Mott, 1941; Emery
& Smith, 1954) but also in key essays that would become canonical in journalism history: in the
United States, Walter Lippmann’s Two Revolutions in the American Press (1931) and Robert
Park’s Natural History of the Newspaper (1923). This faith in the beneficence of market forces
seems odd for a series of reasons. It seemed to require a willful forgetting of the mass market
press that had given the professionalization project its urgency at the close of the nineteenth
century. It also seemed to make invisible the conditions of monopoly in the wire services and in
the new medium of broadcasting, which both caused the popular anxiety over media power and
provided the levers for imposing standards on news culture. And it seemed to argue against the
call for a “wall of separation” between the counting room and the newsroom that was a central
feature of the professionalization project.

Most Western countries institutionalized journalism under the professional model in the
twentieth century. The project of forming journalism schools, creating codes of ethics, setting
licensing standards, and forming unions contributed to what has been called the high modernism
of journalism (Hallin, 1992, 1994). The rise of broadcast journalism, especially when associated
with monopolistic national broadcast authorities (like the BBC in the UK or RAI in Italy) or oli-
gopolistic commercial systems, reinforced the professionalization of news. The twentieth century
wars were especially important in raising anxieties about the power of propaganda and encour-
aging the creation of prophylactic notions of media responsibility. And the rise of the corporate
form of ownership (and its criticism) also encouraged professionalization.

Variations existed in the West regarding the institutionalization of professional journalism.
Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini (2004) have identified three models or “media systems”: parti-
sanism in southern Europe (represented by what they refer to as the polarized pluralist system),
social democracy in northern Europe (the democratic corporatist system), and market based sys-
tems in the North Atlantic (the liberal system). But all three systems paid attention to preserving
for professional journalism some measure of autonomy from existing authorities, as well as from
market and party influences.

Meanwhile, the model of autonomous journalism was exported to the south and east, along
with the notion of freedom of the press. In the Americas, a partisan form of journalism had
taken root along with national liberation movements in the nineteenth century, but in the period
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following World War II, especially after the 1970s, another model of investigative journalism
imported from the United States supplemented—and in some cases replaced—the partisan model
(Waisbord, 2000). In Asia, and especially in China, the notion of an independent journalism
was an important part of early nationalist movements in the opening decades of the twentieth
century.

ALTERNATIVES

Radical political theory in the nineteenth century projected an alternative vision of journalism,
with a different notion of professionalism, and inspired the media systems of the communist re-
gimes of the twentieth century. Marxism and other materialisms challenged the autonomy of the
realm of ideas. In simple terms, these philosophies understand communication, and especially
mediated communication, as a form of material production. Capitalist systems of communication
incorporate the class structure and reproduce the class power of capitalist society. Journalism as a
work routine and as an alienated occupation mystifies class power. Post-capitalist media systems,
therefore, should work to expose and then overcome class power. Such systems could re-imagine
journalism in two contrasting ways. Journalism could devolve to the province of ordinary citi-
zens, or journalism could become the mission of a vanguard. The former case would absorb jour-
nalism into daily lives of citizens (an idea to return later), but the latter case would produce the
opposite: an intense professionalism of journalism practice. As it happened, the media systems
of the communist countries tended toward Party vanguardism.

This understanding of journalism obviously proposed a different narrative about the origins
of Western journalism, which became a feature of the rise of bourgeois class relations and part
of the ideological apparatus that reproduced capitalist hegemony. The heroes of journalism were
not the intrepid reporters but the principled partisans who criticized establishments from the mar-
gins. Karl Marx himself was one such journalist. During his long exile in London, he supported
himself in large part by working as a correspondent on European affairs for Horace Greeley’s
New York Tribune.

At the end of World War II, a new world order embraced an ambiguous liberalism. The
UN Charter embodied a notion of sovereignty based on the consent of the governed, and all
new national constitutions acknowledged it. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights en-
dorsed freedom of expression and the right to communicate. But these formulations covered a
broad range of possible interpretations and systems. What Hallin and Mancini (2004) identify
as the North Atlantic or liberal model interpreted the right to communicate as authorizing the
expansion of U.S.-style news media and especially the wire services that supported them. Oth-
ers interpreted the right to communicate as referring to rights of the people as opposed to the
media, which were saddled with a “social responsibility” to service these rights. In the United
States, the notion of social responsibility was embodied forcefully in the report of the Hutchins
Commission (1947), a document that echoed but utterly failed to refer to a global discourse on
press responsibility.

Post-war global conditions occasioned another powerful frame for journalism history based
on a comparative media systems approach. The most influential exemplar of this approach was
the book Four Theories of the Press (Siebert, Peterson & Schramm, 1956), which produced
a simplified schema based on philosophical presuppositions about the nature of humanity, the
state, and truth. Many critics have pointed out the shortcomings of this approach, including its
unreflexive incorporation of liberal presuppositions and its implied narrative of a natural history
leading toward a neoliberal model (Altschull, 1984; Nerone, 1995; Hallin & Mancini, 2004) as
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well as its neglect of non-Western histories and especially the global south (Park & Curran, 2000;
Semati, 2004).

Post-war conditions also drew attention to the rise of a global information system. Histories
of the international wire services appeared (e.g., Schiller, 1976; Nordenstreng & Schiller, 1979;
Rantanen, 1990, 2002; Hills, 2002). The criticism of an unequal flow of information became part
of a political movement for a New World Information and Communication Order, which took
shape within UNESCO in the 1970s and reached a climax with the report of the MacBride Com-
mission in 1980, but succumbed to a counterattack from the Western countries and then shifted to
other arenas, including the GATT through the 1980s and the WTO in the 1990s. Critical histories
of the geography of information responded to these dynamics, the most influential of which were
by Manual Castells (2000) and David Harvey (1989).

Journalism historians often neglect the international dimension. A few exemplary works put
national histories in dialog with each other (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Martin, 2006), but most re-
main within national borders. The same is true for media history more generally. Because nation-
al media systems are so intimately entwined in the life of the polity, scholars tend to treat them in
isolation, as the nervous system of the political organism. In addition, the collection of archival
materials and the funding of scholarship are usually carried out under national auspices.

The end of the twentieth century in the modern West saw the erosion of the high modern
moment. Globalization, the end of the Cold War, the rise of new digital technologies, the eclipse
of public service models of broadcasting and telecommunications, and the weakening of tradi-
tional cultural support for monolithic national identities have all undermined previous models of
autonomous journalism. Recent trends in news include the rise of the 24-hour television news
service, of new so-called personal media like talk radio and the blogosphere, of the tabloid form
and a hybrid journalism, especially in Scandinavian countries, and of a new pattern of partisan
media power associated with broadcast entrepreneurs like Silvio Berlusconi and Rupert Murdoch
in the West and with the post-Soviet media explosion in Eastern Europe. With the erosion of high
modernism came, on the one hand, calls to rethink the role of the press as an institution within
the governing process (Cook, 1998) and, on the other hand, calls for a new public journalism or
citizen journalism (Downing, 2002; Atton, 2002; Rodriguez, 2001; Rosen, 1999).

SCHOLARLY APPROACHES

As journalism history followed in the tracks of the history of journalism, it also tracked develop-
ments in historical and in media scholarship. Some of the impulses from other fields influenc-
ing journalism historians include the legal-political landscape and currents among mainstream
historical scholarship.

The history of law and policy is perhaps the oldest and best established scholarly tradition
influencing journalism history. Besides the problematic of freedom of the press already traced
here, legal and political developments have reified the professionalization project of journalism.
Lawyers and legal scholars have shared with professional journalists the habit of doing the history
of journalism as a history of autonomous individuals in conscious action. One outcome of this
mindset has been the legal recognition of journalism itself. As a particular occupation or practice,
credentialed journalists acquired rights before and during legal proceedings, as well as privileges
in policy to accommodate their presence at close quarters with government activities, beyond the
rights and privileges of ordinary citizenship (Allen, 2005). Communication encompasses all in-
teractions affecting the polity, but the development of special rights and political practices around
what journalists do means that, in the law, journalism has become different from communication.
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The boundary that separates journalism history from the broader history of media and com-
munication has been less defensible in other arenas. The history of technology, for instance, sug-
gests that the same forces that impel other media practices also shape the practices of journalism.
Telegraphic communication is a case in point. It is a commonplace that the telegraph transformed
the space-time matrix of the nation-state (Schivelbusch, 1986; Czitrom, 1982; Carey, 1989; Pe-
ters, 2005) and simultaneously produced cooperative newsgathering (Schwarzlose, 1988-90;
Blondheim, 1994). The result was a particular style of journalism, characterized by brevity and
ultimately the inverted pyramid as a way of organizing news narratives (e.g., Carey, 1989, but
compare Pottker, 2003). The standard narrative of journalism history often foregrounds the trans-
formative impact of technologies: All comprehensive journalism histories discuss the camera and
the steam press; many mention as well the telephone, the typewriter, and the more recent digital
technologies. In these histories, agency comes from technology (sometimes mediated through
the marketplace) in addition to, or rather than residing in, individual conscious actors.

In the 1970s, a different impulse came from a movement called social history. There have
been many kinds of social history, but all share an aversion to event-centered history and to
so-called great man history. Common to social historians was a dedication to doing history
from, in the popular phrase, the bottom up. This persuasion covered a large spectrum of strate-
gies, from the romantic notion that ordinary people make history, most influentially expressed
in E. P. Thompson’s Making of the English Working Class, to the impersonal histories of the
long flows of civilizations and regions in the work of French Annaliste historians like Fernand
Braudel. For journalism historians, these impulses filtered through scholars like Robert Darn-
ton (1975), William Gilmore-Lehne (1989), and Michael Schudson (1978). Social history chal-
lenged the uniqueness of journalism history at about the same time that newsroom ethnography
challenged the intellectual roots of journalism practice (Tuchman, 1978; Gans, 1979; Fishman,
1980), and led some to conclude that “there is no such thing as journalism history” (Nerone,
1991).

GENRES

But obviously journalism history continues to exist, and as the academy has become more spe-
cialized and trade and then academic publishing has pursued marketable formulas, journalism
history has subdivided into a set of genres. Most work in journalism history falls into four genres,
three of them narrow and one broad, which emerged in this order: biographical, comprehensive,
event-focused, and image-focused. The oldest and probably still most common genre is the bio-
graphical. Focusing on an individual actor, whether a journalist or a news organization, has two
practical advantages. Such actors often produce neat bodies of primary documents, and their lives
support the writing of neat chronological narratives. In any country, the dominant national news
organizations, like the Times of London or il Corriere della Sera in Italy, have been the subjects
of multiple biographies (Licata, 1976; Woods & Bishop, 1983).

Nearly as old as the habit of press biography is the genre of comprehensive journalism his-
tories. These are almost always national. As already indicated, the first comprehensive histories
appeared in the nineteenth century, alongside the appearance of journalism as a positively con-
noted term. Written to give an illustrious pedigree to the practice, comprehensive histories then
became indispensable teaching tools in journalism schools. These products of professional histo-
rians usually offered progressive narratives, showing the advancing autonomy and respectability
of the occupation while offering inspiration for would-be professionals (Bleyer, 1973; Mott,
1941; Emery & Emery, 1977). Usually focusing on exemplary practitioners, such histories often
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amount to a collective biography. More recent comprehensive histories have proposed more criti-
cal narratives (Folkerts & Teeter, 1989). A common device is to focus on a particular explanatory
motif, as Michael Schudson (1978) did when he analyzed objectivity as a feature of democratic
market society.

Event-oriented histories constitute a third common genre. Any particular crisis or contro-
versy can be a useful hook for analyzing press response. The earliest of this genre grew out of
journalism practice, such as the study two (later prominent) journalists conducted of World War
I newspaper coverage (Lippmann & Merz, 1920). Journalists continue to produce popular histo-
ries of major events from the perspective of journalism practice. Although in the main, this genre
lends itself to flat narratives of point-counterpoint, it can also afford scholars an opportunity to
conduct a diagnostic exploration of the capacities or biases of a press system (Gitlin, 1980; Hal-
lin, 1986; Lipstadt, 1986).

The image-oriented genre attempts to expand the purview of journalism history beyond
media leaders and enterprises by examining larger collectivities. Image-oriented histories have
limitations and affordances similar to event-oriented histories. Studies of images of groups like
women or ethnic minorities, or of entities such as a nation or religion usually are flat and obvious,
but have the potential to unpack and expose the cultural work of the press (e.g., Coward, 1999).

NEW DIRECTIONS

Each of these conventional genres of journalism history tends to essentialize journalism, treating
what journalists do as an un-problematical set of existing practices. Another form of journalism
history takes the construction of journalism itself as a problem. The construction-of-culture ten-
dency has recently been setting an agenda for the field.

Many years ago, James W. Carey called for a history of the “form of the report” (1974, p. 5).
Although this history remains unwritten, some recent contributions have explored how the form
of the newspaper invites readers to participate in rituals of citizenship (Anderson, 1991; Clark,
1994; Leonard, 1995; Barnhurst & Nerone, 2001).

The analysis of the form of news suggests a different approach to the question of the power
of the press. The traditional genres of journalism history equate the power of the press with the
power of ideas, suggesting that the press has power to the degree that it can persuade the public
by exposing audiences to true information and sound reasoning. This historical notion of the
power of the press does not comport with scholarly understandings of the power of today’s me-
dia, which point to agenda-setting, framing, and priming as ways that the media work to repro-
duce hegemony, all matters concerning which traditional journalism history is in denial.

Traditional journalism history also tends to treat journalism itself as a universal subject po-
sition. Again, this runs counter to the consensus of studies of present-day media, which detect
particular racial, ethnic, gender, and class valences in media practice. Put crudely, traditional
journalism history remains white even as it seeks to include nonwhites and women. To date, no
exemplary history of the racing and gendering of journalism has been published, though many
narratives in more or less traditional genres herald such a history (Coward, 1999, Rhodes, 1998;
Tusan, 2005).

These histories will explore race and gender as aspects of newswork. Journalism history has
had a tense relationship with the notion of its subjects as workers. In its first generations, journal-
ism history sought to portray its heroes as autonomous professionals, not the sort of workers who
would need to join unions or negotiate for wages and hours. For more than a decade, there have
been calls to center journalism history on the concept of work (Schiller, 1996; Hardt & Brennen,
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1999). This is itself a labor-intensive enterprise, and easier in countries that have powerful central
journalists’ unions. It should also be an international history.

Like any other kind of history, journalism history responds to its times, although, like other
historical fields, it attempts to present itself as preservationist and answers to the needs of jour-
nalists and journalism education while at the same time attending to the trends and fashions of
professional historians. In the future, journalism history will likely continue to do so.
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Journalism and the Academy

Barbie Zelizer

Journalism’s place in the academy is a project rife with various and sundry complications. As the
recognizable forms of journalism take on new dimensions to accommodate the changing circum-
stances in which journalism exists, the question of journalism’s study has developed along an un-
even route filled with isolated pockets of disciplinary knowledge. The result is that we have little
consensus about the two key terms at the focus of our attention, agreeing only marginally about
what journalism is and generating even less agreement about what the academy’s relationship
with it should be. This chapter discusses the various sources of existential uncertainty underly-
ing journalism’s coexistence with the academy and offers a number of suggestions to make their
uneven and often symbiotic relationship more mutually aware and fruitful.

THE SHAPE OF JOURNALISM AND ITS STUDY

In an era when journalism stretches from personalized blogs to satirical relays on late night
television and its study appears in places as diverse as communication, literature, business and
sociology, considering journalism’s place in the academy from anew might seem like an unneces-
sary attempt to generate alarm about the future viability of a phenomenon that seems to be every-
where. However, in being everywhere, journalism and its study are in fact nowhere. On the one
hand, journalism’s development has produced a long line of repetitive and unresolved laments
over which form, practice or convention might be better suited than their alternatives to qualify
as newsmaking convention. On the other hand, its study has not kept step with the wide-ranging
and often unanticipated nature of its evolution over time.

The dissonance between journalism and the academy echoes a broader disjunction charac-
terizing journalism’s uneven and spotty existence with the world. When George Orwell added
newspaper quotations to his first book, critics accused him of “turning what might have been a
good book into journalism” (Orwell, 1946, cited in Bromley, 2003), and his collected works were
compiled decades later under the unambivalent title Smothered Under Journalism, 1946 (Orwell,
1999). Similar stories dot the journalistic backgrounds of literary giants like Charles Dickens,
Samuel Johnson, John Dos Passos, Andre Malraux, Dylan Thomas and John Hersey. Reactions
like these proliferate despite a profound reliance on journalism not only to situate us vis a vis the
larger collective but to use that situation as a starting point for more elaborated ways of position-
ing ourselves and understanding the world.

29
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This is curious, because much of our situated knowledge rests in part on journalism. Where
would history be without journalism? What would literature look like? How could we understand
the workings of the polity? As a phenomenon, journalism stretches in various forms across all of
the ways in which we come together as a collective, and yet the “it’s just journalism” rejoinder
persists.

Journalism’s coexistence with the academy rests on various sources of existential uncertain-
ty that build from this tension. The most obvious uncertainty stems from the pragmatic questions
that underlie journalism’s practice, by which its very definition is tweaked each time supposed
interlopers—blogs, citizen journalists, late night TV comedians or reality television—come close
to its imagined borders. A second source of uncertainty draws from the pedagogic dimensions
surrounding journalism and the academy. How we teach what we think we know is a question
with a litany of answers, particularly as journalism’s contours change. And yet those who teach
what counts and does not count as journalistic practice and convention have tended to be behind
rather than ahead of its rapidly altering parameters. And finally one of the most significant sourc-
es of uncertainty surrounds the conceptual dimensions of the relationship—what we study when
we think about journalism. In that over the years academics have invoked a variety of prisms
through which to consider journalism—among them its craft, its effect, its performance and its
technology—they have not yet produced a scholarly picture of journalism that combines all of
these prisms into a coherent reflection of all that journalism is and could be. Instead, the study
of journalism remains incomplete, partial and divided, leavings its practitioners uncertain about
what it means to think about journalism, writ broadly.

This chapter addresses these sources of uncertainty and in so doing thinks through some
important challenges facing the study of contemporary journalism. It argues for a space of reflec-
tion, both about the backdrop status of journalism’s practice and study and about the degree to
which the default assumptions that comprise it correspond with the full picture of contemporary
journalism. What about journalism and its study has been privileged, and what has been side-
stepped? These questions are particularly critical when thinking about journalism studies in its
global context, where variance has not been accommodated or even recognized as much as it
exists on the ground.

INTERPRETIVE COMMUNITIES AND THINKING ABOUT JOURNALISM

What academics think relies upon how they think and with whom, and perhaps nowhere has this
been as developed as in the sociology of knowledge. Thomas Kuhn (1964) was most directly as-
sociated with the now somewhat fundamental notion that inquiry depends on consensus building,
on developing shared paradigms that name and characterize problems and procedures in ways
that are recognized by the collective. On the way to establishing consensus, individuals favoring
competing insights battle over definitions, terms of reference and boundaries of inclusion and
exclusion. Once consensus is established, new phenomena tend to be classified by already proven
lines. In other words, what we think has a predetermined shape and life-line, which privileges
community, solidarity and power.

This notion goes far beyond the work of Kuhn, and it has been implicated in scholarship by
Emile Durkheim (1965 [1915]), Robert Park (1940), Michel Foucault (1972), Peter Berger and
Thomas Luckmann (1966), and Nelson Goodman (1978)—all of whom maintained in different
ways that the social group is critical to establishing ways of knowing the world. The idea of
interpretive communities, originally suggested by Stanley Fish (1980) and developed in conjunc-
tion with journalism by Zelizer (1993), Berkowitz (2000) and others, helps situate the strategies
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that go into the sharing of knowledge as integral to the knowledge that results. Recognizing that
groups with shared ways of interpreting evidence shed light on the way that questions of value
are settled and resettled, the persons, organizations, institutions and fields of inquiry engaged in
journalism’s analysis become central to understanding what journalism is. As the anthropologist
Mary Douglas (1986, p. 8) argued, “true solidarity is only possible to the extent that individuals
share the categories of their thought.” Inquiry, then, is not just an intellectual act but a social one
t0o.

What this suggests for journalism’s study is an invitation to think about the forces involved
in giving it shape. In this sense, no one voice in journalism’s study is better or more authoritative
than the others; nor is there any one unitary vision of journalism to be found. Rather, different
voices offer more—and more complete—ways to understand what journalism is, each having
evolved in conjunction with its own set of premises about what matters and in which ways.

As an area of inquiry, journalism’s study has always been somewhat untenable. Negotiated
across three populations—journalists, journalism educators and journalism scholars, the shared
concern for journalism that is independently central to each group has not remained at the fore-
front of their collective endeavors. Rather, journalism’s centrality and viability have been way-
laid as lamentations have been aired contending that the others fail to understand what is most
important: journalists say journalism scholars and educators have no business airing their dirty
laundry; journalism scholars say journalists and journalism educators are not theoretical enough;
journalism educators say journalists have their heads in the sand and journalism scholars have
their heads in the clouds. As each has fixated on who will be best heard above the din of compet-
ing voices, the concern for journalism has often been shunted to the side. Underlying the ability
to speak about journalism, then, have been tensions about who can mobilize the right to speak
over others and who is best positioned to maintain that right.

The alternate voices in journalism’s study each constitute an interpretive community of sorts.
Each has defined journalism according to its own aims and then has set strategies for how to think
about it in conjunction with those aims.

JOURNALISTS

Journalists are individuals who engage in a broad range of activities associated with newsmak-
ing, including, in Stuart Adam’s (1993, p. 12) view, “reporting, criticism, editorializing and the
conferral of judgment on the shape of things.” Journalism’s importance has been undeniable, and
while it has been the target of ongoing discourse both in support and critique of its performance,
no existing conversation about it has suggested its irrelevance. Rather, contemporary conditions
have insisted on journalism’s centrality and the crucial role it can play in helping people make
sense both of their daily lives and of the ways in which they connect to the larger body politic.

However, not all of journalism’s potential has borne out in practice. Contemporary journal-
ists have been under siege from numerous quarters. They live in an economic environment in
which falling revenues, fragmentation, branding and bottom-line pressures keep forcing the news
to act as a shaky for-profit enterprise across an increased number of outlets. These outlets have
not necessarily produced a broader scope of coverage, and many journalists have taken to multi-
tasking the same story in ways that previous generations would not recognize. In the United
States, every media sector but the ethnic press—mainstream newspapers, broadcast and cable
news, the alternative press—is losing its public. Entering a “new era of shrinking ambitions,”
contemporary journalism is no longer a dependable economic enterprise (Project for Excellence
in Journalism, 2007).
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Politically, journalists have come under attack from both the left and right, which have argued
for different definitions of so-called journalistic performance alongside a political environment
that has undercut the journalist’s capacity to function in old ways. While the competing and con-
tradictory expectations from left and right have paralyzed aspects of journalism’s performance in
more stable political systems, the demise of the nation-state in many areas of the world has raised
additional questions regarding journalism’s optimum operation. All of this has produced an un-
tenable situation for journalists, who have been caught in various kinds of questionable embraces
with government, local interests and the military and who, in the United States, have gravitated
toward coverage that plays to “safe” political spaces, producing news that is characterized by
heightened localism, personalization and oversimplification (State of the News Media, 2007).
Journalists have learned to follow various models of practice, not always thoughtfully and none
of which have been fully suited to the complexities of today’s global political environments.

Technically, journalists have faced new challenges from the blogosphere and other venues,
which have made the very accomplishment of newswork tenuous. How journalists cover the news
has faded in importance alongside the fact of coverage. Alternative sites like late night television
comedy, blogs and online sites like Global Voices have taken the lead in gatekeeping, with jour-
nalism “becoming a smaller part of people’s information mix” (State of the News Media, 2007).
In that regard, people watching sites like Comedy Central’s The Daily Show have been thought
to be better informed about public events than those who watched mainstream news (State of the
News Media, 2007).

Lastly, moral scandals involving journalists have abounded. Incidents involving Judith Mill-
er or Jayson Blair in the United States or the Gilligan Affair in Britain have all raised questions
about the moral fiber of journalists, paving the way for an insistence on homemade media, or citi-
zen journalism, by which journalists’ function is being increasingly taken over and performed by
private citizens. That same trend has also meant that the public can see journalism’s limitations
more easily, leading them to argue, at least in the US case, that the news media are “less accurate,
less caring, less moral and more inclined to cover up rather than correct mistakes” (State of the
News Media, 2007).

All of this suggests that journalists have not been as effective as they might have been in
communicating to the world journalism’s centrality and importance. Questions persist about
changing definitions of who is a journalist: Does one include Sharon Osbourne or the Weather
Channel? Questions also underlie the issue of which technologies are bona fide instruments of
newsmaking: Does one include cellular camera phones or reality television? And finally, the
fundamental question of what journalism is for has no clear answer. Is its function to only pro-
vide information or to more aggressively meld community and public citizenship? Journalism’s
different functioning in different parts of the world—as in the distinctions separating the devel-
opmental journalism prevalent in parts of Asia from the partisan models popular in Southern
Europe—has made the question more difficult to answer.

Part of this has derived from the fact that there are a number of competing visions at the
core of journalism’s self definition. Is it a craft, a profession, a set of practices, a collective of
individuals, an industry, an institution, a business or a mindset? In that it is probably a bit of all of
these things, there is a need to better figure out how they work off of and sometimes against each
other. This is critical, for even basic questions about journalistic tools have really never been ad-
dressed and journalism’s tools have not been equally valued. Images in particular are one aspect
of news that has been unevenly executed, with pictures regularly appearing without captions,
without credits and with no identifiable relation to the texts at their side. Yet the turn to images
in times of crisis—by which there are more images, more prominent images, bolder images, and
larger images—has been poorly matched to the uneven conventions by which images act as news
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relays. Following both the terror attacks of September 11 and the launching of the US war on
Iraq, there were two and a half times the number of photos in the front sections of a paper like
the New York Times than it regularly featured in peacetime (Zelizer, 2004). The lack of a clear
development of standards, then, is problematic, because visuals have taken over the forefront of
journalism’s relays even if they have not been sufficiently addressed. Moreover, because their so
called “correct usage” has not been figured out, the image’s presentation has become an open
field, with people crying foul every time journalism’s pictures grate their nerves. This means that
journalism’s hesitancy about doing its job has allowed others—politicians, lobbyists, concerned
citizens, bereaved parents, even members of militias—to make the calls instead, and they do so
in journalism’s name but without journalism’s sanction.

Similarly undervalued has been the degree to which crisis has become the default setting
for much of journalistic practice. In that there has been much in the news that takes shape on
the backs of improvisation, sheer good or bad fortune, and ennui than is typically admitted, the
evolution of crisis as the rule rather than the exception of journalism suggests a need to be clearer
about how such impulses play into newsmaking. For in leaving crisis out of the picture, journal-
ism has seemed to be a far more predictable and manageable place than it is in actuality.

All of this has rendered journalists a group somewhat out of touch with itself, its critics and
its public. Givens such as the needs of the audience, the changing circumstances of newsmaking
or the stuff at the margins of the newsroom—Iike inspiration and creativity—have remained rela-
tively unaddressed. It is no surprise, then, that in the US journalists rank at the bottom of nearly
every opinion poll of those whom the public trusts.

JOURNALISM EDUCATORS

The journalism educators have come together around a strong need to educate novices into the
craft of journalism. Although vernacular education has differed across locations, it has exhibited
similar tendencies regardless of specific locale. In the United States, teaching a vernacular craft
began in the humanities around 1900, where newswriting and the history of journalism moved
from English departments into the beginnings of a journalism education that eventually expanded
into ethics and the law. Other efforts developed in the late 1920s in the social sciences, where the
impulse to establish a science of journalism positioned craft—commonly called “skills” cours-
es—as one quarter of a curriculum offering courses in economics, psychology, public opinion
and survey research. Journalism educators were thus caught in the tensions between the humani-
ties and social sciences as to which type of inquiry could best teach journalists to be journalists.
For many this split still proliferates, reflected in the so-called quantitative/qualitative distinction
in approaches to news.

In the United Kingdom, journalism education was set against a longstanding tradition of
learning through apprenticeship and a prevalent view that journalism’s “technical elements” were
“lacking in academic rigor” (Bromley, 1997, p. 334). Practical journalism did not appear on the
curriculum until 1937 but only became a setting worthy of academic investigation once sociology
and political science, largely through the work of Jeremy Tunstall (1970, 1971), arrived in the
late 1960s. In Germany and Latin America, an academic interest was evident first in the social
sciences, which pushed journalism education toward sociology and notions of professionalism
(Marques de Melo, 1988; Weber, 1948).

In each case, the academic interest among educators helped link journalists to the outside
world, but it also did enormous damage to the craft, leveling it down to what James Carey (2000,
p. 21) called a “signaling system.” At first offering an old-fashioned apprenticeship, journalism
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educators over time came to address journalism by dividing it into technologies of production,
separating newspapers, magazines, television and radio from each other. Lost in this was a place
where all of journalism could be thought of as a whole with many disparate parts. And the re-
sulting curriculum, again in Carey’s view, in many cases came to lack “historical understanding,
criticism or self-consciousness” (p. 13). In this regard, journalism education generated disso-
nance across the larger university curriculum. In the humanities it came to be seen as part of “the
vernacular, the vulgate” (p. 22). In the social sciences, it came to be seen as a tool for channeling
public opinion but not important in and of itself.

JOURNALISM SCHOLARS

The final population of interest to journalism is the journalism scholars, who despite an enormous
body of literature dealing with the values, practices, and impact of journalism, still have not pro-
duced a coherent picture of what journalism is. And yet journalism can be found literally across
the university curriculum.

Journalism has come to inhabit academic efforts in communication, media studies and jour-
nalism schools, as well as the less obvious targets of composition sequences, history, sociology,
urban studies, political science, and economics and business. What this means is that much of
what has been laid out thus far in terms of creating a distinctive and separate interpretive com-
munity has been experienced tenfold within the academy. In that academics often function within
the boundaries and confines of disciplinary communities, what they study often takes on the
shape of the perspectives set forth by those communities. These disciplines, which are akin to
interpretive communities, have helped determine what counts as evidence and in which ways.
Similarly, they have made judgment calls about which kinds of research do not count.

How has journalism existed across the curriculum? Journalism has been approached in pock-
ets, each of which has isolated aspects of the phenomenon from the others: Such compartmental-
ization has worked against a clarification of what journalism is, examining journalism’s partial
workings rather than its whole. The result has been a terrain of journalism study at war with itself,
with journalism educators separated from journalism scholars, humanistic journalism scholars
separated from scholars trained in the social sciences, and a slew of independent academic efforts
taking place in a variety of disciplines without the shared knowledge crucial to academic inquiry.
Alongside these efforts, journalists have long resisted the attempts to microscopically examine
their work environment.

This has had problematic ramifications: One has had to do with narrowing the varieties of
news. In that scholars have not produced a body of material that reflects all of journalism, they
have primarily defined it in ways that drive a specific form of hard news over other alternatives.
This metonymic bias of academic studies has thus pushed a growing gap between what Peter
Dahlgren (1992, p. 7) called “the realities of journalism and its official presentation of self.”
Missing for long periods of time have been copy-editors, graphic designers, online journalists,
journals of opinion, camera operators, tabloids and satirical late night shows. In other words, the
academy has pushed certain focal points in thinking about journalism that do not account for the
broad world of what journalism is. The diversity of news has for the most part disappeared.

A similar destiny has met the craft of journalism. The academy’s move to professionalize
journalists—Ilargely driven by its sociological inquiry—has told journalists that they are profes-
sionals, whether or not they want to be, and this has raised the stakes involved in being a jour-
nalist, often to the detriment of those practicing the craft. The ramifications of this have been
tangible, in that traditional notions of craft have gone under. For instance, imposing codified
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rules of entry and exclusion has produced an anti-professionalization position among many Eu-
ropean journalists: In the UK, there has been an inability to accommodate the growing number of
newly-educated journalists (Bromley, 1997); in France, journalists have developed an overly ag-
gressive style of investigative reporting (Neveu, 1998). As longtime British correspondent James
Cameron (1997 [1967], p. 170) put it, “it is fatuous to compensate for our insecurity by calling
ourselves members of a profession; it is both pretentious and disabling; we are at our best crafts-
men.” And yet craft, itself the defining feature of journalism, has faded to the background of what
is necessary to know.

The same narrow fate has met diverse international forms of journalism. Though the practice
of journalism has taken on unique shape in the various regions in which it has been practiced, the
vast majority of scholarship has focused on journalism in its US venues. In that much of this re-
search has been US-centered, standing in as a very limited but honorific gold standard for a wide
range of journalistic practices implemented around the world, this has left unaddressed those
kinds of journalism practiced beyond journalism’s Western core (i.e., Gunaratne, 1998; Hallin &
Mancini, 2004; Zhao, 1998). It has also left unanswered the many question marks about journal-
ism that dot the global horizon.

Equally important, though much of journalism’s history has been wrapped up in the history
of the nation-state, in today’s global age we are hard pressed to argue that that linkage works
anymore. Though one of globalization’s key effects has been to undermine the nation state’s
centrality, what kind of alternative impulse should be behind the journalistic apparatus it creates
instead? Examples here are the contrary cases of capitalism and religious fundamentalism, both
of which have created new boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, thereby adjusting the answer
of what journalism is for by gravitating toward modes of journalistic practice awry with the im-
pulses for so-called free information relay.

What all of these circumstances suggest is that journalism scholars have not done enough to
tend the ties that bind them back to journalism in all of its forms. This is of critical importance,
in that there has developed a body of knowledge about journalism that largely preaches to the
converted but does little to create a shared frame of reference about how journalism works or
what journalism is for.

TYPES OF INQUIRY

Within the academy, there have been five main types of inquiry into journalism—sociology,
history, language studies, political science, and cultural analysis. Proposed largely as a heuristic
device that implies more mutual exclusivity than exists in real practice, these are not the only dis-
ciplines that have addressed journalism. But the perspectives they provide offer a glimpse of the
range of alternatives through which journalism can be conceptualized. The underlying assump-
tions that each frame has imposed on its examination of the journalistic world say much about
how different prisms on journalism have created a picture that is at best partial.

Each frame offers a different way to address the question of why journalism matters: so-
ciology has addressed how journalism matters; history how it used to matter; language studies
through which verbal and visual tools it matters; political science how it ought to matter; and
cultural analysis how it matters differently. Lost here, or at least dropped into the backdrop of
the research setting, has been the way in which each of these answers comes to bear on the larger
question of why academics should be addressing journalism to begin with.

Sociology has offered the default setting for thinking about how journalism works. Largely
built upon a memorable body of work called the ethnographies of news or the newsroom studies
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of the seventies (Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978), sociological inquiry by and large
has created a picture of journalism that focuses on people rather than documents, on relation-
ships, work routines, and other formulaic interactions across members of the community who
are involved in gathering and presenting news. Sociology has established the idea that journalists
function as sociological beings, with norms, practices and routines (Tunstall, 1971; Waisbord,
2002; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996), that they exist in organizational, institutional and structural set-
tings (Breed, 1955; Epstein, 1973; McManus, 1994), that they invoke something akin to ideology
in their newswork (Gitlin, 1980; Glasgow University Media Group 1976), and that their activities
have effects (i.e., Lang & Lang, 1953).

In that sociology has largely favored the study of dominant practices over deviant ones and
freezing moments within the news-making process for analysis rather than considering the whole
phenomenon, it has created a picture of journalism from which much other inquiry proceeds. The
emphasis here on behavior and effect more than meaning, on pattern more than violation, on the
collective more than the individual, has helped advance a view of journalists as professionals,
albeit not very successful ones (Henningham, 1985). This work has remained somewhat captured
by its past, in that early canonical work has yet to address fully the more contemporary trends
toward conglomeratization, corporatization, standardization, personalization, convergence, and
the multiple (often differently normative) nature of journalistic work in its more recent forms
(Benson & Neveu, 2004; Cottle, 2000). Moreover, this work has been primarily structured within
the confines of US sociology, and its pictures of primarily mainstream news organizations in the
United States have assumed a universal voice in standing for our understanding of journalism.

History and the inquiry of news have evolved largely from the earliest expansions of jour-
nalistic academic curricula. Central in establishing the longevity of journalism and journalistic
practice, the history of news has used the past—its lessons, triumphs, and tragedies—as a way to
understand contemporary journalism. Within this frame, what has drawn academic attention has
tended to be that which has persisted. However, the picture has been a narrowly drawn one.

Largely dependent on documents rather than people, historical inquiry can be divided into
three main kinds of documents—journalism history writ small, as in memoirs, biographies and
organizational histories (i.e., Gates, 1978); history writ midway, organized around temporal pe-
riods, themes and events, like “the penny press” or “war journalism” (i.e., Nerone, 1994; Schud-
son, 1978); and history writ large, where the concern primarily surrounds the linkage between
the nation state and the news media (i.e., Curran & Seaton, 1985). Each differs substantially by
the country being considered, as work from Australia and France suggests (Kuhn, 1995; Mayer,
1964). Missing here has been a conscious twinning of the role that writing history plays for both
journalists and the academy: The histories of journalistic practice published primarily in US
journalism schools with the aim of legitimating journalism as a field of inquiry do not reflect the
generalized, so-called objective histories that followed the model of German historicism (Carey,
1974; Scannell, 2002). Not enough effort has been invested in figuring out how to better combine
the two. Here too a focus on largely US history (and its progressive bias) has bypassed the ex-
tremely rich and varied evolution of journalistic practice elsewhere in the world. Not surprisingly,
much of this scholarship has had to wrestle with the question of who can lay claim to the past.
The issue of “whose journalism history” remains to this day an underlying challenge to those
doing historical inquiry.

The study of journalism’s languages has assumed that journalists’ messages are neither
transparent nor simplistic but the result of constructed activity on the part of speakers. Developed
primarily only during the past 35 years or so, this area has been markedly European and Aus-
tralian in development (i.e., Bell, 1991; Van Dijk, 1987). The combination of formal features of
language—such as grammar, syntax and word choice—with less formal ones—such as storytell-
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ing frames, textual patterns, and narratives—has grown to address verbal language, sound, still
and moving visuals, and patterns of interactivity.

There have been three kinds of language study—informal study, which uses language as
a backdrop without examining extensively its features, such as content analysis and semiology
(Hartley, 1982; Schramm, 1959); formal study, such as sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, and
critical linguistics (Fowler, 1991; Greatbatch, 1988); and the study of the pragmatics of language,
as in the patterns of language use in the news that are shaped by narrative and storytelling conven-
tions, rhetoric, and framing (Campbell, 1991; Gamson, 1989). This inquiry has gone in different
directions, with framing largely focused on the political aspects of news language and narrative
and storytelling targeting its cultural aspects and particularly alternative forms like tabloids or
newzines (i.e., Bird, 1990; Reese, Gandy Jr., & Grant, 2001). In stressing not only the shape of
language itself but also its role in larger social and cultural life, this largely microanalytic work
suffers from a lack of applicability to other kinds of inquiry. At the same time, though, its begin-
ning premise that language is ideological challenges both traditional mainstream news scholar-
ship as well as journalistic claims that the news is a reflection of the real.

Political scientists have long held a normative interest in journalism, querying how journal-
ism “ought” to operate under optimum conditions. Interested in examining journalism through
a vested interest in the political world, an assumption of interdependency between politics and
journalism motivates this inquiry. Thus, many scholars have clarified how journalism can better
serve its publics. Political science inquiry has ranged from broad considerations of the media’s
role in different types of political systems, such as the classic Four Theories of the Press (Siebert,
Peterson, & Schramm, 1956) to studies of political campaign behavior, journalistic models and
roles and the sourcing patterns of reporters and officials (i.e., Graber, McQuail, & Norris, 1998;
Sigal, 1973). Also of relevance is the extensive literature on public journalism (Rosen, 1999).

Largely US in focus, although some parallel work has been done by scholars of govern-
ment and politics in the United Kingdom, Latin America and Eastern Europe (i.e., Fox, 1988;
Schlesinger & Tumber, 1995; Splichal & Sparks, 1994), this work has considered journalism’s
larger “political” role in making news, such as journalism at its highest echelons—the publishers,
boards of directors, managing editors—more often than at its low-ranking individual journalists.
Many of these studies have been motivated by normative impulses and have concluded on notes
of recuperation, which suggest that journalism is and should be in tune with more general politi-
cal impulses in the society at large.

Finally, the cultural analysis of journalism has tended to see itself as the “bad boy” in the
neighborhood. It has defined itself as querying the givens behind journalism’s own sense of self,
seeking to examine what is important to journalists themselves and exploring the cultural symbol
systems by which reporters make sense of their profession. In assuming a lack of unity within
journalism—in news-gathering routines, norms, values, technologies, and assumptions about
what is important, appropriate, and preferred—and in its research perspective, which uses vari-
ous conceptual tools to explain journalism, much of this inquiry has followed two strains, largely
paralleling those evident in models of US and British cultural studies—the former focusing on
problems of meaning, group identity and social change (i.e., Ettema & Glasser, 1998; Pauly,
1988; Steiner, 1992), the latter on its intersection with power and patterns of domination (i.e.,
Hall, 1973; Hartley, 1992). This work has looked at much of what has not been addressed in the
other areas of inquiry—worldviews, practices, breaches, form, representations, and audiences—
but all with an eye to figuring out how it comes to mean, necessitating some consideration of the
blurred lines between different kinds of newswork—such as tabloid and mainstream (Lumby,
1999; Sparks & Tulloch, 2000), mainstream and online (Allan, 2006), newswork and the non-
news world (Eason, 1984; Manoff & Schudson, 1986). The value of some of this work, however,
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has been challenged by the field’s own ambivalence about journalism’s reverence for facts, truth
and reality, all of which have been objects of negotiation and relativization when seen from a
cultural lens.

Each frame for studying journalism has emerged as a singular and particular prism on the
news, creating a need for more explicit and comprehensive sharing across frames. Not only
would such sharing help generate an appreciation for journalism at the moment of its creation,
but it would offset the nearsightedness with which much scholarship on journalism has been set
in place. How scholars tend to conceptualize news, newsmaking, journalism, journalists, and the
news media, which explanatory frames they use to explore these issues, and from which fields
of inquiry they borrow in shaping their assumptions are all questions in need of further clarity.
Adopting multiple views is necessary not only because journalism scholarship has not produced
a body of scholarly material that reflects all of journalism, but it has not produced a body of
scholars who are familiar with what is being done across the board of scholarly inquiry. There is
both insufficient consensus about journalism and about the academy that studies it. The result,
then, is an existential uncertainty that draws from pragmatic, pedagogic and conceptual dimen-
sions of the relationship between journalism and the academy.

FUTURE CORRECTIVES

Numerous correctives can help resolve journalism’s existential uncertainty. Positioning journal-
ism as the core of a mix of academic perspectives from which it can most fruitfully prosper is
essential. Recognizing journalism as an act of expression links directly with the humanities in
much the same way that recognizing journalism’s impact links directly with the social sciences,
and those alternate views need to be made explicit as equally valued but nonetheless partial
prisms on what journalism is. Keeping that inquiry porous—so that it is possible to examine not
only what many of us know about journalism, but how we have agreed on what we know—is
no less important. Similarly, keeping craft, education and research together in the curriculum
will help us understand journalism more fully. In this regard, journalism studies is about mak-
ing a setting to include different kinds of engagement with journalism—both those who practice
journalism, those who teach others to practice journalism, and those who teach yet others to
think critically about what that practice means. None of this is a new idea: Everett Dennis (1984)
made a similar call over twenty years ago, and such a notion underlies both the Carnegie-Knight
Initiative on the Future of Journalism Education and the European Erasmus Mundus program in
journalism and media.

In some places there has already begun to be movement toward tweaking the foundation of
journalism’s study. The founding of two parallel academic journals in the late 1990s—Journal-
ism: Theory, Practice, and Criticism and Journalism Studies—reflects a need for a concentrated
place to air the concerns about journalism that arose from academic inquiry. New research cen-
ters have developed that are devoted to journalism studies and to the study of certain aspects of
journalistic performance—trauma, religion, and online journalism, among others. And finally, a
Journalism Studies Interest Group (now Division) was recently established at the International
Communication Association, with the intention of bringing together journalism theory, research
and education. In all cases, these efforts have provided a corrective to the limitations of journal-
ism’s inquiry in its existing frameworks.

All of this is a long way of saying that we need to figure out how to make journalism simul-
taneously more of the world while keeping it at the forefront of our imagination. Finding a clearer
template for the mutual engagement of journalism and the academy depends on our being ahead
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of journalism’s development—on anticipating where it needs to go and on envisioning broad and
creative ways in which it might go there. Journalism is too important to not address the issues
raised in these pages, but if it does not wrestle with them quickly, it remains questionable as to
what kind of a future it will face.
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Journalism Education

Beate Josephi

INTRODUCTION

Journalism education is seen as improving the quality of journalism by improving the quality
of journalists. It is perceived as the “one way in which society can intervene to influence the
development of journalism” (Curran, 2005, p. xiv). In other words, the kind of education future
journalists receive matters because journalists matter among the many factors that make up jour-
nalism.

UNESCO, in its foreword to Model Curricula for Journalism Education for Developing
Countries & Emerging Democracies (2007, p. 5), states “that journalism, and the educational
programmes that enable individuals to practice and upgrade their journalistic skills, are essential
tools for the underpinning of key democratic principles that are fundamental to the development
of every country.”

This chapter will look at the key elements of journalism education, notably the idea of en-
riching journalism practice. It will go on to examine the history of journalism education as it has,
for much of a century, evolved in the United States. It will review recent key texts and consider
the question of professionalization, which is seen as underpinning tertiary journalism education.
The chapter will then outline the discussion about what ought to be taught in journalism edu-
cation and the often unacknowledged ideological assumptions underlying journalism teaching.
Finally, the chapter will point to areas of future research.

LAYING FOUNDATIONS

One key element of journalism education is that it is seen as laying the foundation for the atti-
tudes and knowledge of future journalists. However, there are manifold views on what journalists
should be taught. There are equally many ways that journalists are taught.

Another key element of journalism education therefore is its great diversity. To get the pic-
ture, one only needs to be aware of the variety of journalists’ educational backgrounds, and the
percentages of those who studied journalism before becoming journalists. The figures, insofar
as current data are available, show a decisive trend for journalists to have university or college
education (Deuze, 2006, p. 22). However, only a minority has completed degrees in journalism,
media or communication studies before becoming journalists.

42
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If we take journalism to mean predominantly news journalism and look at newspapers, we
also have to acknowledge that the highest proportion of these is produced in Asia (World As-
sociation of Newspapers, 2005), reflecting the ever increasing importance of Asia in population
and geo-political terms. Japan has the highest circulation newspapers. According to Gaunt (1992,
p. 115), the most prestigious news organizations, the Asahi, the Yomiuri and the Mainichi, take
only graduates from elite universities who hold degrees in political science, economics or the hu-
manities. Few universities offer media studies, and the vast majority of journalists-to-be receive
on-the-job training, which has the form of a rigid apprenticeship system.

In China, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, communication and journalism are
fast becoming popular areas of study. This is indicative of the rapid transformation of Chinese
society and the Chinese media market. For the moment, courses combine skills classes with stud-
ies in Chinese Communist philosophy, and are seen as lagging behind the demands of the market
(Yu, Chu, & Guo, 2000).

Yet, as seen in the United States and Germany, an increase in higher education offerings in
media, communication or journalism studies does not translate into journalists actually taking
them as pathways to their job. As Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, and Wilhoit (2007, p. 35)
found in the United States, “from 1982 to 2002, the proportion of journalism and mass commu-
nication bachelor’s-degree graduates who went into mass communication jobs declined sharply
from over one-half (53 percent) to about one-fourth.” This has shaped journalism education in the
United States into a more general mass or public communication field (ibid). On the other hand,
the percentage of journalists holding a degree stands at almost 90 percent (p. 37).

Similarly in Germany, 80.5 percent of journalists hold a university degree or have spent time
at university, but only 13 percent hold a major or minor in journalism and another 17 percent have
done communication or media studies (Weischenberg, Malik, & Scholl, 2006, p. 353). Impor-
tantly, almost 70 percent did an internship—in the age group under 35 years it is 90 percent—and
60 percent have passed through the two-year, for graduates one-year, in-house training (ibid).

The pathways to journalism mentioned above indicate clear national preferences despite the
fact that basic journalistic “working practices appear universal” (de Burgh, 2005b, p. 6; Josephi,
2001). These figures serve to illustrate that tertiary journalism education is just one way of be-
coming a journalist (also see Deuze, 2006, p. 22; Frohlich & Holtz-Bacha, 2003a; Weaver, 1998,
p. 459; Gaunt, 1992). This puts writing about journalism education, which comes from academia
and is almost entirely confined to tertiary journalism education, out of synch with the actual situ-
ation of chiefly in-house training.

Gaunt (1992, p. 1) opens his book, Making the Newsmakers, with the words “Journalism
training perpetuates or modifies professional practices and molds the perceptions journalists have
of the role and function of the media.” Journalism education, as discussed here, has the clear
intent of modifying practice, enriching the quality of information produced and, with the help of
this quality journalism, achieving improvement in the workings of civil society.

THE HISTORY OF JOURNALISM EDUCATION

The idea of achieving better journalism by giving journalists a college or university education
was born in the United States in the second half of the nineteenth century (Weaver, 2003, pp. 49—
51). For much of the twentieth century, the United States was the main site to provide journalism
as a tertiary study. Only in the 1980s and 1990s did journalism become accepted as a subject field
world-wide, often in new universities. One reason why the United States broke new ground was
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that the country not only pioneered journalism education but also news journalism. According to
Chalaby (1996), journalism as we define it today is an Anglo-American invention. Journalism in
continental Europe was closely linked with the literary field which demanded a different set of
talents and writing skills from those of a daily rounds reporter.

The person credited with implementing the idea that future journalists should receive a
college education was the losing general of the US Civil War, Robert E. Lee. As president of
Washington College—today Washington & Lee University in Lexington, Virginia—he offered
scholarships for journalism studies as part of a liberal arts degree as early as 1869 (Medsger,
2005, p. 205).

Already then doubts were raised about journalism as an academic discipline. Lee’s initia-
tive came at a time when newspapers were small enterprises with the editor and printer often
being one and the same person. The early courses accordingly included technical printing skills
as well as writing and editing rather than focusing on reporting (Johansen, Weaver, & Dornan,
2001, p. 471). Irrespective of this earlier effort, James Carey claimed that journalism education
did not begin in earnest until Joseph Pulitzer pressed money into the somewhat reluctant hands
of Columbia University to establish a School of Journalism (Carey, cited in Johansen et al., 2001,
p. 475). The Columbia School of Journalism opened in 1912 as a graduate school rather than
the undergraduate college initially envisaged by Pulitzer (Adam, 2001, pp. 318-322). Pulitzer’s
motive was to improve the minds of journalists at a time when many, if not most, reporters came
from working-class families. He wanted to achieve this by providing them with the liberal arts
education they lacked (Medsger, 2005, pp. 206-208).

Other pioneers of journalism studies took a different direction. Willard Bleyer, in the late
1920s, placed the new study within Wisconsin University’s PhD programs in political science
and sociology. To him, research into journalism was an essential part of journalism education.
This decision to locate journalism in the social sciences had long-term implications. The “found-
ers of many major journalism schools elsewhere came from the Wisconsin program and carried
its empirical social sciences assumptions with them” (Chaffee, cited in Johansen et al., 2001, p.
471). Bleyer also played a vital part in creating

two pillars of the journalism education establishment in the United States: the Association of
Journalism Education Administrators (now also known as the Association of Schools of Journal-
ism and Mass Communication) and the accrediting body for journalism programs (now known
as the Accrediting Council on Education in Journalism and Mass Communication). (Medsger,
2005, p. 208)

Soon there were three distinct models of journalism education at the university level. These
operated as independent journalistic schools at either graduate or undergraduate level, such as
the program Walter Williams had established at the University of Missouri, or as separate depart-
ments within colleges of liberal arts, or the social science faculties.

A further model was added by Wilbur Schramm. Schramm was head of journalism educa-
tion at the University of Towa at the end of the Second World War and later became the founder
of communication studies and communication research institutes at the University of Illinois
and Stanford University (Rogers, 1994, p. 29). While Schramm initially chose to place his new
communication program within the existing discipline of journalism, communication as a field
study soon overtook its host, and left behind journalism education which could not shed its tag of
vocational training. Unlike Pulitzer, Professors Bleyer, Williams and Schramm were interested
only in journalism, not journalists. As Rogers (1994, p. 127) wrote, a “communication research



4. JOURNALISM EDUCATION 45

institute could serve as a source of prestige for a school of journalism that may have been looked
down upon by academics in other fields because of the perceived trade school nature of journal-
ism training.” This left journalism education in the uneasy spot between practical and academic
studies where it still finds itself, and the discussion about the professionalization of journalism
and the journalism education curriculum highlights the unresolved nature of the debate.

The United States is not the only country with a history of journalism education, but no
other nation has had a similar impact on the discipline. France opened its first journalism school,
L’Ecole Superieure de Journalisme, in 1899, which was attached to the Ecole de Hautes Etudes
en Sciences Sociales a year later (Gaunt, 1992, p. 46). The darker side of journalism education
was shown in Spain where the national school of journalism was set up in 1941 by General Fran-
co and placed under the control of the Falangist Party (Barrera & Vaz, 2003, p. 23; Gaunt, 1992,
p. 63). The national school of journalism was the most important training center in Spain, and it
remained under government supervision until the early 1970s. The journalists in the major Span-
ish government-controlled papers had to pass through this journalism school. Similar examples
of government-controlled journalism education could be found in the former states of the Eastern
bloc, attesting to the fundamental idea that journalism education is an important element, if not
tool, for shaping journalists and journalism.

KEY TEXTS

Given the diversity of journalism education, it is no surprise that there are no key texts as such on
the topic. Deuze correctly remarked that

journalism education literature tends to be very specific—featuring case studies of what works
and what does not work in a particular curriculum, course or classroom—or wildly generic—
where often senior scholars offer more or less historical accounts of their lifelong experiences in
“doing” journalism education. (Deuze, 2006, p. 19)

The books that take in a wider view invariably possess a survey character, charting what is
done where in journalism education. The most complete—though no longer up-to-date—sur-
vey was provided by Philip Gaunt in 1992. In his book, Making the Newsmakers, sponsored by
UNESCO, Gaunt first assesses the differences in training systems, training needs and structures
before proceeding continent by continent, country by country to detail the various nations’ or
regions’ efforts in journalism education.

Gaunt sees the challenges and prospects for journalism education as falling into two predict-
able clusters (1992, p. 157): those affecting the developing world and the industrialized countries,
respectively. He names government control and the lack of resources as the two main hurdles
facing the developing world, and technological change as the key challenge to the industrialized
world. In detailing his concerns, Gaunt (p. 158) also draws attention to the status and pay journal-
ists receive as having a direct impact on the kinds of students and teachers drawn to journalism
studies:

In countries in which journalists are considered to be government employees, or “flacks”, the
profession is unlikely to attract the best and the brightest students or the most qualified teachers.
In such systems, courses on ethics, professional standards, investigative reporting, press history
and different aspects of communication theory have no place in the curriculum.
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Though this observation still rings true in a number of nations a decade and a half later, much
has shifted in the world politically and developmentally. The changes in Central and Eastern
Europe had hardly begun to take effect at the time of Gaunt’s writing, nor had the world taken
note of the immense transformation taking place in China. The media systems of those countries,
and also nations like South Africa, are today labeled “transitional.” Not only their media system
but also their journalism education is affected by these shifts. Furthermore, other countries that
are on the “not free” list with regard to media freedom, such as Qatar, home to Al Jazeera, are
now seen as contributing quality journalism backed by journalism education. The outdated di-
chotomous view of a world split into countries in which journalism and journalism education is
either free or fully government-controlled is giving way to the recognition that countries may
exercise long leashes (Zhou, 2000) or “calibrated coercion” (George, 2007) rather than suppres-
sion, and that the freedom of the media in democratic countries can come with commercial and
ideological strings attached.

It is this awareness which informs Hugo de Burgh’s collection, Making Journalists (2005a).
While similar in its title to Gaunt’s book, this volume’s structure is different. Making Journalists
is a collection of chapters on issues rather than a systematic appraisal of what is done where. The
book’s editor states categorically that “there is no satisfactory way to write a “world” account of
journalism education” (2005b, p. 4). He considers the approach he has chosen as a way of “exor-
cising homogenisation by demonstrating that the old fallacy that all journalisms were at different
stages on route to an ideal model, probably Anglophone, is passé” (2005b, p. 2). De Burgh’s book
leaves the details of training systems aside in favour of exploring more broadly “journalism and
journalists,” “journalism and the future” and “journalism and location” on most continents and
the Indian subcontinent. The differences in journalism education, very deliberately embraced
and emphasized in de Burgh’s book, stem, according to its editor, not so much from the vari-
ances in political and legal systems as from differences in culture. De Burgh hopes to arrive at a
new culturally based paradigm because to him the way “journalism operates in a society [...] is
the product of culture” (2005b, p. 17). His point, enlisting Carey, “that communication is most
revealingly examined as ritual rather than as transmission” (ibid) is a bold one. Emphasizing
cultural rather than political, legal and economic frameworks for journalism allows de Burgh
to sidestep any questions about the ideological influences on the norms and values passed on in
journalism education.

Frohlich and Holtz-Bacha’s earlier book, Journalism Education in Europe and North
America: An International Comparison (2003a), consisting of 14 contributions, has something
of Gaunt’s survey character. The volume divides the European countries, the United States and
Canada according to their journalism education predilections, into those countries which have
a long standing academic tradition, those who prefer non-tertiary journalism schools and those
who have mixed forms. The possibility of an emerging European journalism is also looked
at. Yet while there are common trends throughout Europe, Frohlich and Holtz-Bacha, in their
conclusion, acknowledge a wide variety of journalism education pathways: “Although this vol-
ume was limited to the Western democracies (with an outlook on the developments in Eastern
Europe) and thus to similar political systems, the chapters revealed an unexpected diversity of
educational philosophies” (Frohlich & Holtz-Bacha, 2003c, p. 321). Unlike de Burgh, Frohlich
and Holtz-Bacha see the reason for these divergences mainly in political and historical differ-
ences.

A study of a different kind is Splichal and Sparks’ Journalists for the 21st Century (1994),
which examines the motivations, expectations and professionalization tendencies among first
year journalism students in 22 countries from all five continents, ranging from Austria to Tanza-
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nia. Methodologically the book has its flaws. Its conjecture to view first year journalism students,
who have not had any newsroom experience as “socialised” and to assume that they can give
conclusive answers as to how their norms and values have been shaped by national context and
political system, has to be severely doubted.

What was measured instead, it can be argued, was the relative influence of professional
education in its early stages. In this, Splichal and Sparks’ results are highly encouraging for
journalism education. The most striking similarity that emerged was for these young people “to
stress a desire for the independence and autonomy of journalism™ (Splichal & Sparks, 1994, p.
179). Splichal and Sparks remark that first year students of journalism are at “the precise point
in their development when one would expect to find the “idealistic” conception of journalism as
a genuine profession most strongly marked” and concede that “exposure to more realities of the
occupational situation would lead to a moderation of these idealistic views” (p. 182).

Splichal and Sparks’ book makes an important point for journalism education: The fact that
a third of these students’ home countries are classified as partly free in terms of press freedom
did not lessen the journalism students’ desire for independence and autonomy. This leads to the
assumption that the norms and values taught in semi-democratic or autocratic nations are similar
to those in democratic countries. Journalism education therefore, to all intents and purposes, can
be perceived as an agent of change.

JOURNALISM—TRADE OR PROFESSION?

The key question in journalism education to this day is whether journalism should be regarded
as a trade or a profession (Tumber & Prentoulis, 2005, p. 58). The main distinction between the
two is the implicit standing afforded to journalists and the educational background expected from
them. A trade is defined as the habitual practice of an occupation. Regarding journalism as a trade
would require only vocational teaching needed “to perpetuate practice” (Gaunt, 1992, p. 1), and
on-the-job training without prior study would suffice.

If journalism demands to be a profession, then it would need at least a defined educational
pathway to underpin this claim. However, as indicated above, journalists come to their jobs from
a great variety of educational backgrounds, and most of them receive in-house training by the
media organization they join. This has led to the debate about journalism education having been
“framed as scholars versus practitioners” (Cunningham, 2002), and has caused a mistrust be-
tween academy and industry that shows few signs of easing. According to Deuze (2006, p. 22),
“journalism education [...] must negotiate rather essentialist self-perceptions of both industry
and academy.” Deuze (2006, p. 22) correctly points out that this dichotomy between theory and
practice “adds a level of complexity to our understanding of journalism (and its education).”

This dichotomy is also perceived as one of the key questions in journalism education in ter-
tiary institutions, with discussion centering on the weighting of subjects either towards the schol-
arly or the practical. Yet this debate masks another, wider issue. When looking at the theoretical
subjects that are part of journalism studies, the entrenched ideological positions of journalism
education become apparent. To most in the Western world, journalism—and hence journalism
education—is inextricably linked to the political form of democracy. The importance of this
link is one of the as yet rarely debated key questions of journalism education. So far journalism
education has been seen as the exclusive domain of democracies, but geopolitical changes and
transitions in media systems will force journalism scholars and educators alike to address this
hallowed view.
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PROFESSIONALIZATION

The debate about professionalization is hardest fought in the English-speaking world because
it is here that the notion of professions exists. Tumber and Prentoulis remark that the founding
fathers of sociology, Marx, Weber and Durkheim, remain “relatively vague about the role of
professions” (Tumber & Prentoulis, 2005, p. 58). The reason for this can be found in the fact the
German has the term akademische Berufe —meaning jobs that require university study—but not
a concept of what the professions are. In other words, there are differing notions of what profes-
sionalization means with regard to journalism, and the literature reflects this diversity.

Jeremy Tunstall (in Tumber & Prentoulis, 2005, p. 71) described journalism as an indeter-
minate occupation and “journalist” as a “label which people engaged in a very diverse range
of activities apply to themselves.” This non-committal remark from the doyen of British media
sociology should not surprise. The United Kingdom, unlike the United States, did not have uni-
versity-based journalism schools until the late twentieth century. Traditionally journalism in the
UK was viewed as a craft for which the requisite skills could be taught on the job (Esser, 2003).
Unsurprisingly, the major push for professionalization came from the United States, the country
with the most university-based journalism schools (Weaver et al., 2007, p. 33).

One of the most wide-ranging attempts to outline what professionalization might mean to
journalism is made by Hallin and Mancini in their book, Comparing Media Systems (Hallin &
Mancini, 2004, pp. 33-41), with the arguments partially based on Hallin’s earlier chapter “Com-
mercialism and Professionalism in the American News Media” (Hallin, 1997).

Hallin’s view is strongly influenced by his awareness of journalism’s lack of detachment
from commercial and political factors, and also by the position that journalism is “very differ-
ent from the classical professions—Ilaw, medicine, architecture, engineering—in that its practice
is not based on any systematic body of knowledge” (Hallin, 1997, p. 245). Yet despite these
drawbacks, Hallin (p. 258) sees the potential in professionalization—i.e. formal, college-based
education—to act as a shield for journalists against commercial pressures and political instru-
mentalization.

These ideas are carried further in Comparing Media Systems, where Hallin and Mancini
(2004) gauge journalistic professionalism against the following criteria: autonomy, distinct
professional norms and public service orientation. Measured against these criteria, Hallin and
Mancini find that journalists have never achieved a degree of autonomy comparable to that of
doctors and lawyers. They work in large organizations where many influences affect the produc-
tion process. Yet journalists “have often been successful in achieving relative autonomy within
those organizations” (p. 35). With regard to professional norms, Hallin and Mancini see impor-
tant variations in the way and degree to which journalistic norms have evolved. They also argue
that norms can only be established in professions that enjoy relative autonomy and suggest that
journalistic practice could be considered as being too often controlled by outside actors (p. 36).
Though Hallin and Mancini (2004, pp. 36-37) caution against taking journalists’ claims to serve
the public at face value, they do not want to dismiss this claim as “mere ideology.”

The ethic of public service may be particularly important in the case of journalism, compared
with other occupations claiming professional status: because journalism lacks esoteric knowl-
edge, journalists’ claim to autonomy and authority are dependent to a particularly great extent on
their claim to serve the public interest.

Public service, so vital to Hallin and Mancini, differs markedly from the American profes-
sional norm of objectivity (see Schudson and Anderson, chapter 7, in this volume). To Glasser
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and Marken (2005, p. 270) “being a professional means abiding by certain norms and accepting
the uniformity of practice that this implies.” They acknowledge, though, that such norms prove
elusive in a world with diverse and often clashing ideologies and that America’s “disdain for any
model of journalism that violates the precepts of private ownership and individual autonomy”
(ibid, p. 274) forestalls a broader agreement.

Also, the Internet has challenged conventional notions of professionalism. On one hand, an
increased “communication autonomy” of citizens has cast journalistic work as an “intervention”
(Bardoel, 1996, p. 290) rather than a helpful conduit to information. On the other, the profession-
al ideals of objectivity and disinterestedness have been seen as a barrier to contentious journalism
(George, 2006, p. 179). This has led to the concern that professionalization can make journalism
elitist and exclusive rather than inclusive (Nordenstreng, 1998, p. 126). While in the early years
of the twenty-first century the professionalization debate is less energetic than in the past, the
deliberations about journalism education curricula have never ceased.

THE QUESTION OF CURRICULA

Any judgment about what is to be considered “state of the art” in journalism education is de-
pendent on what is considered “state of the art” journalism. State-of-the-art journalism, in many
people’s opinion, is rarely found, thus giving journalism educators and critics ample room to
step into the breech. Yet state-of-the-art-journalism in the minds of university-based educators is
often incongruent with the objectives of the media industry, perpetuating the fault line between
industry and educators.

News journalism was mainly an Anglo-American invention, yet interestingly, the United
Kingdom and the United States went very different ways with regard to journalism education.
The pathways historically chosen by the two countries can in fact be seen as the boundaries
within which the discussion about the state of the art in journalism education moves. There are
“those who advocate a singular focus on vocational training and those who would have journal-
ism students follow a much broader program of study” (Skinner, Gasher, & Compton, 2001, p.
341), making the curriculum “one of the most contentious and problematic issues” in journalism
education (Morgan, 2000, p. 4).

While no one doubts the necessity of imparting skills—and these are defined as interview-
ing, reporting, researching, sourcing, writing and editing—the relevance of the inquiry into the
nature and rituals of journalism has been questioned, in particular by future employers. Their
argument is not against tertiary educated journalists, but against having them educated in jour-
nalism or communication studies, rather than holding a degree in another discipline. In many
Western countries journalism is therefore taught as a postgraduate degree as an addition to prior
studies, for example in history, politics, laws economics or business (Frohlich & Holtz-Bacha,
2003a). A particular challenge, therefore, is the design of undergraduate courses which make up
the whole of a journalist’s education (Adam, 2001, p. 318), but graduate courses also pose their
difficulties.

One of the most highly regarded postgraduate schools of journalism is at Columbia Univer-
sity in New York. An example of how little the discussion of teaching craft or knowledge has been
resolved was demonstrated in the very public debate that surrounded the search for a new vision
for that school. In April 2003 Columbia University’s president, Lee Bollinger (2003), announced
the new vision for the school:
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A great journalism school within a great university should always stand at a certain distance
from the profession itself. ... Like journalism itself with respect to the general society, journal-
ism schools must maintain an independent perspective on the profession and the world. Among
other things, they are the profession’s loyal critics. The habits of mind developed in the academic
atmosphere of engaged reflection will inevitably suffuse the educational process, leading to an
emphasis on some aspects of professional life and the neglect of others.

Though Bollinger also said that “a professional school must instill certain basic capacities in
its students” (ibid), Columbia University’s president firmly decided in favor of reflective learning
for its graduate students. So have most scholars, irrespective of whether designing undergraduate
or post graduate journalism courses (Adam, 2001; Reese & Cohen, 2001; Skinner et al., 2001;
Weischenberg, 2001; Bacon, 1999; de Burgh, 2003; Deuze, 2006).

Suggestions as to what constitutes an ideal curriculum vary in their weighting of skills and
knowledge. Skinner, Gasher and Compton’s integrated curriculum “refuse[s] to accept journal-
ism as a simple technique and, instead, emphasize[s] that journalism is a complex professional
practice” (Skinner et al., 2001, p. 349, original emphasis). Their suggestions are broadly gathered
under the following heading (pp. 349-355): “Journalism as a practice of meaning production”,
in which it is “fundamental that students understand the signifying power of language” and grasp
that “journalism is not simply “a transparent stenography of the real’” (p. 351). “Journalism
within its broader cultural context” teaches students “how to deal responsibly in their work with
alternative values, belief systems, social systems, traditions and histories,” citing Edward Said
who “assigns journalists an ‘intellectual responsibility’ for the depictions they produce” (p. 352).
“Journalism as a practice of knowledge production” insists that “journalists become more than
uncritical recorders” (p. 354). The assumption underlying these curriculum suggestions is that
journalists need to be equipped with knowledge, sensitivity and “virtue” (Rosen, 2002) that will
ultimately lead to an improvement in journalism.

The discussion about the state-of-the-art in journalism education is largely, but by no means
entirely, carried out in Western developed nations. UNESCO (2007) has published model cur-
ricula for developing countries and emerging democracies, which have to be seen as the most
concerted effort towards wide-reaching state-of-the-art journalism education curricula to date.

NOT METHODOLOGY BUT IDEOLOGY

The question of methodology in journalism education often exhausts itself in discussions about
how to weigh practical and theoretical subjects. Few probe the underlying assumption that jour-
nalism—and by extension journalism education—is an invaluable pillar in the workings of de-
mocracy. But this cannot be taken for granted.

A look at twentieth century history, for example in Europe, shows numerous instances in
which journalism education was used to train journalists in the service of dictatorships (Barrera
& Vaz, 2003, p. 23; Frohlich & Holtz-Bacha, 2003b, p. 198; Wilke, 1995). In variations, this
instrumentalization can be seen in many countries around the globe today, given that over half of
the world’s nations are deemed partly free or not free in terms of press freedom (Freedom House,
2006). The norms and values underpinning journalism education in those countries have so far
received scant attention.

James Curran (2005, p. xii) put it down to the American dominance in journalism scholarship
that the “American model of fact-based, neutral professionalism [... and] the libertarian, market-
based model of organising journalism” directs the discussions, and that alternative models rarely
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stand a chance of being noticed though they evidently exist. Paolo Mancini (2000, 2003), in
article after article, and finally in his book with Daniel Hallin, Comparing Media Systems (2004),
patiently points to the very different expectation of journalists in Italy:

What counts in journalists is above all the devotion, political and ideological loyalty, and the abil-
ity to create consensus regarding clearly defined ideas advocated by the newspaper or television
channel for which they work ...One becomes a professional journalist on the recommendation of
a party or politicians who have direct control over a newspaper or considerable influence on its
management. (Mancini, 2003, p. 97)

This shows that even among democratic countries—and few countries can boast as many
elections as Italy—the spectrum stretches from the ideology of objectivity to the ideology of
loyalty. For the latter, however, it is crucial to distinguish between voluntary and involuntary
loyalty.

In a review of United States journalism text books, Bonnie Brennen (2000, p. 106) came to
the conclusion “that all of these books address the practice of journalism from an identical ideo-
logical perspective.” The constant in all of these books is the steadfast belief that journalists act
as members of the Fourth Estate by providing a necessary check on other branches of government
(Brennen, 2000, p. 110).

Given this emphasis on the watchdog function, investigative reporting is the most revered
form of journalism in US journalism educational texts, with little consideration of how this
might serve the status quo (Ettema & Glasser, 1998; de Burgh, 2000). Brennen (2000, p. 111)
concludes that the actual role journalists “play in the late industrial capitalist society is never
questioned.”

The ideology of loyalty—both of the voluntary and involuntary kind—can be found in the
majority of the world’s nations, sometimes in interesting mixtures, where the ideology of objec-
tivity can be a cover for loyalty, as has happened in the United States in the wake of 9/11, or, as in
the Chinese case, where the ideology of loyalty can accommodate investigative reporting.

Yu et al. (2000, p. 75) show the changes in China’s journalism education as “character-
ized by gradual movement towards the market without seriously violating traditional norms of
propaganda.” Market consciousness, in Yu et al.’s words, has made journalism education a test-
ing ground for authority tolerance. However, their survey also reveals that what happens in the
classroom does not necessarily transfer to the newsroom, resulting in a “disconnection between
class-room teaching and real world needs” (ibid). This “disconnection,” which is replicated in
many countries, especially those considered “transitional” in their media system, can also be
interpreted in a positive way: At least ideas can be discussed in class, even if they may only par-
tially be implemented in the newsroom, leading in China to what Zhou has called “Watchdogs
on Party Leashes” (2000).

Africa, largely characterized by partisan media, is closer to the ideology of loyalty than
objectivity. All the same, this permits the press to “play a significant role as interpreter of events,
and in communicating information to the public” (Rgnning, 2005, p. 175). Though journalism
education is on the rise in Africa, its media institutional and organizational culture and practices
need to be as much transformed as journalism education expanded to bring about real change
(Boezak & Ranchod, cited in Steyn & de Beer, 2004, p. 396).

South America has probably the most eclectic mix of the ideologies of objectivity and loy-
alty, being on the one hand within the US ambit, yet on the other having inherited the partisan,
clientilistic structures of journalism from Spain and Portugal. Waisbord (2000) and Alves (2005)
see the rise of investigative journalism as proof that Latin American journalists are turning from
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lapdogs into watchdogs. A generational split, similar to the one outlined by Barrera and Vaz for
Spain (2003, p. 44), can be observed here: The older group is characterized by a more loyal ideo-
logical outlook, tending towards an interpretative kind of journalism, while the younger group
places greater emphasis on impartiality and tends towards a factual journalism more inclined to
criticize the power structures.

While the two ideologies, as bases for journalism teaching, are reconcilable in transitional
countries, the loyalty shown to government—be it a party, a group of clerics, or royal rulers—will
always be regarded with suspicion by Western democracies. This forces the question of whether
there is an inextricable link between journalism and democracy, and how journalism and journal-
ism education should be viewed in non-democratic countries.

ACADEMY VERSUS INDUSTRY

Journalism education, as increasingly provided by tertiary institutions around the globe, is seen
as a preparation for and a corrective to journalism. This dual role is its strength and its weakness.
It puts tertiary journalism education at arm’s length to the industry but also entrenches the mis-
trust between academe and the media’s working world. As Skinner et al. (2001, p. 356) point out,
“media owners and managers do not generally welcome critical perspectives on media practices,
especially if they are contrary to commercial considerations.” Similarly, Cunningham (2002) re-
grets that the intellectual capital of journalism schools is at odds with industry: “Unlike law and
business schools, they are not think-tanks for their profession.”

Deuze (2006, p. 27) has put this split down to the fact that many journalism programs work
“with the philosophical notion of journalism as an act of individual freedom and responsibility,
rather than a social system located in and managed by corporate media.” This recognition goes
a long way towards explaining why the academy and industry are at odds to each other, but it
is unlikely to resolve the contest for influence on journalism. Besides, it is not a level playing
field. While journalism schools may well try to modify journalism as practiced, their success is
measured “by the number of internship opportunities it affords and the kind of jobs graduates
are able to land” (Skinner et al., 2001, p. 356). In other words, journalism schools are dependent
on the industry, whereas the industry is only partially convinced of the validity and usefulness of
journalism degrees.

All the same, one of the strongest arguments in favor of journalism education is that it
improves journalists’ lot in the workplace. What has been said about Portugal applies to many
countries: “Traditionally, journalism has not been a prestigious profession. Censorship and the
non-existence of specific academic qualifications made it a low-qualified and low-paid profes-
sion” (Pinto & Sousa, 2003, p. 181). While in some countries the remuneration is adequate, as for
example in the United States (Weaver et al., 2007, pp. 97-106), in many countries, especially in
the developing world, the pay and conditions for journalistic work are poor (International Free-
dom of Expression eXchange, 2006; Rgnning, 2005).

For Britain, which until recently preferred on-the-job training for journalists, Delano (2000)
had to conclude, “No Sign of a Better Job: 100 years of British journalism”. Delano wondered
why journalists had not been “able or willing to exert the influence inside their professional world
that they are able to wield outside it?” (p. 271, original emphasis). But then, Britain, in contrast
to the United States, only recently embraced tertiary education for journalists and the weak pro-
fessional position of British journalists can in fact be used as argument in favor of university
education for journalists.
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FUTURE AREAS OF RESEARCH

While the “graduatization of journalism” (Splichal & Sparks, 1994, p. 114) is progressing fast,
this fact should be tempered by the knowledge that only about a quarter to a third of those study-
ing journalism take up jobs in the industry. The research into journalism education therefore
needs to extend to encompass the training received in places other than tertiary institutions, such
as in newsrooms or in the media industry, to complete the picture of the forces that shape journal-
ism.

Furthermore, researchers need to recognize global geo-political shifts. The media are no lon-
ger American (Tunstall, 2007). As a list of the 100 highest circulation newspapers shows, 75 of
these are Asian (WAN, 2005). In audience numbers no other continent can rival Asia. It follows
that Asia, and in particular China and India, produce the largest number of journalists. Yet Asian
journalism education hardly features in the discussion so far.

For historical reasons, discourses on journalism and journalism education have been Ameri-
can dominated (Curran, 2005, p. vi). This has led to the perception that there is only one valid
form of journalism underwriting journalism education. However, future writing on journalism
education will have to accept a broader range of journalisms. Even when staying within the domi-
nant language of the discourse, that of English, adding the British model of journalism consider-
ably widens the visions of journalism. The British model, with its dual strands of public service
and commercial media, offers elements that are far more adaptable globally than the American,
purely commercial, model. The Qatari channel Al Jazeera, built largely on BBC norms and prac-
tices, is a case in point (Sakr, 2005, p. 149).

Research into journalism education cannot remain confined to democratic countries only. As
Splichal and Sparks’ book shows, journalism education can be seen as an agent of change, and
the characteristics of journalism education in partly free and not free countries need to be delved
into. Only by exploring more fully the global picture can scholarship into journalism education
support efforts towards an informed and deliberative society.
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News Organizations and Routines

Lee B. Becker and Tudor Vlad

INTRODUCTION

Journalists and the organizations for which they work produce news. In other words, news is both
an individual product and an organizational product. Even freelance journalists—journalists not
employed by a media organization—were dependent until recently on media organizations for
the distribution of their messages. The complex technologies that have been used to distributed
media messages have required resources that few individuals controlled.

The Internet has changed much about the way news is produced and distributed. Journalists
now can do their work on their own and distribute their messages on their own. While, at present,
most journalists continue to work for organizations that distribute news—news organizations—it
is not clear how long that will continue to be the case.

The literature on news organizations and news construction, for the most part, is grounded in
the past, when the journalist was weak and the news organization was powerful. That literature is
changing, however, reflecting the shifts in the relationship of the news worker to news organiza-
tions.

This chapter begins with a brief overview about how news organizations have been concep-
tualized and studied. It next moves to a discussion of news routines—the repeated activities of
journalists who go about their work. The observation that journalists and media organizations
follow identifiable routines in producing the news has had significant impact on the study of news
work. The identification of these routines has contributed to a major theoretical argument in the
literature, namely that news should be viewed as constructed social reality rather than a mirror
image of events that have taken place.

A careful review of the initial research on news routines as well as subsequent research in
this tradition, however, suggests that the concept of news routines has a significant limitation.
Researchers have struggled to identify elements of the routines that vary across time, across set-
tings, among media organizations and among journalists.

In this chapter, we have identified some routines that do vary and have provided a conceptual
framework for understanding them. Drawing on the historical work on routines and our own,
more recent research, we have suggested a way to view and understand the basic mandates of
news work and to see how those mandates affect routines. We believe the review indicates that
some aspects of routines do vary across time, across setting, among media organizations and
workers.
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The chapter ends with a discussion of the questions raised by this literature for future study
of news construction, particularly in an environment where news work—and news routines—will
not always take place in news organizations.

NEWS ORGANIZATIONS

Research on news construction has come from three perspectives, according to Schudson (2002).
The political economy perspective links news construction to the structure of the state and the
economy. Herman and Chomsky (1988), for example, argued that the media create news that
supports state interests rather than those of the individual. A second approach draws mainly on
sociology and attempts to understand news production from the perspective of organizational
and occupational theory. Epstein’s (1974) classic study of how television network structure in-
fluenced news is an example. The bulk of the work on news construction has come from this per-
spective. A third approach focuses on broad cultural constraints on news work. Chalaby’s (1996)
study of the development of French and American journalism, which notes the influence of the
French literary tradition on its journalism, is an example. As Schudson (2002) notes, the three
perspectives are not wholly distinct, and some of the key studies in the organizational tradition
have strong cultural and political references as well.

Tunstall (1971) made a distinction between news organizations, defined as editorial depart-
ments employing primarily journalists, and media organizations, which are larger entities that
contain more than one news organization plus other types of communication units, such as maga-
zines and publishing houses. In Tunstall’s view, these two categories of organization differ in
terms of goals and bureaucracy. Media organizations will be more commercially oriented, while
news organizations will have fewer routines.

Large news organizations have all of the characteristics of bureaucracies, Sigal (1973) ar-
gued. They have a division of labor along functional and geographic lines. Journalists can be dif-
ferentiated in terms of whether they are reporters or editors. Reporters are differentiated between
those who do general assignment and those with specialized topic areas. News organizations are
organized geographically as well.

Epstein (1974), in a study of the three major television networks, focused on the way they
structured their news gathering and found that there were only slight differences in the processes
that those organizations employed to produce national newscasts. Epstein argued that the mir-
ror metaphor was not an accurate model for how television news programs work. If television
news was analogous to a mirror, routines of selection and production of news would be of no
relevance. The metaphor suggested that all the events of significance would be reflected by televi-
sion news. Network news, Epstein argued, was a limited and highly prioritizing news-gathering
operation. During the period of observation, for instance, Epstein found that 90 percent of the
NBC national news was produced by ten crews in five major cities because that was where they
had news crews.

Warner (1969), in an earlier study of television news, found similarities between the orga-
nization structure there and in a newspaper. He concluded that the executive producer’s role, for
example, was similar to the role of the editor of a newspaper and that the main criteria identified
by the executive producers for news selection and distribution were space, significance and po-
litical balance, much as is the case in a newspaper. Halloran, Elliot, and Murdock (1970) in their
study of the coverage by British television services and national newspapers of anti-Vietnam war
demonstration, found an important similarity among the media. The media all focused on the is-
sue of violence. The authors claimed that it was less a deliberate attempt to distort the event, but
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the result of what those news organizations defined as newsworthy. Observed differences among
the media in terms of technologies, political orientation, and newsgathering routines did not mat-
ter much in the end.

In their overview of the research on the nature of news organizations, Shoemaker and Reese
(1996) defined media organizations as social, formal, usually economic entities that employ me-
dia workers to produce media content. In most of the cases, the main goal of these organizations
is to generate profit, especially by targeting audiences that are attractive to advertisers. The eco-
nomic pressures influence the journalistic decisions. According to the authors, other factors that
affect the content and the routines utilized to generate it are the size of the media organization,
the membership to a network or media group, and the ownership.

THE CONCEPT OF NEWS ROUTINES

Shoemaker and Reese (1996) defined news routines as “Those patterned, routinized, repeated
practices and forms that media workers use to do their jobs” (p. 105). These routines, Shoemaker
and Reese contended, are created in response to the limited resources of the news organization
and the vast amount of raw material that can be made into news. More specifically, the routines
are dictated by technology, deadlines, space, and norms (Reese, 2001). “The job of these routines
is to deliver, within time and space limitations, the most acceptable product to the consumer in
the most efficient manner,” Shoemaker and Reese (1996, pp.108-109) wrote.

Tuchman (1972), drawing from the writings in the sociology of work, seems to have been the
first to discuss routines in the context of journalism. She argued that a key part of news creation
is a reliance on routine procedures for “processing information called news, a depletable product
made every day (p. 662).” Tuchman (1973) elaborated on this theme by arguing that organiza-
tions routinize tasks because it “facilitates the control of work (p. 110).” Workers always have
too much work to do, she wrote, so they “try to control the flow of work and the amount of work
to be done” (p. 110).

In Tuchman’s view, journalists exemplify workers with a need to control their work because
journalists are “called upon to give accounts of a wide variety of disasters—unexpected events—
on a routine basis” (p. 111). News work, she argued, “thrives upon processing unexpected events,
events that burst to the surface in some disruptive, exceptional (and hence newsworthy) manner”
(p. 111).

Tuchman (1973) compared the classification of news based on a scheme commonly used by
news workers with a scheme she created based on the sociology of work. News workers classify
news as “hard,” “soft,” “spot,” “developing,” and “continuing.” Tuchman argued that news should
be classified based on how it happens and on the requirements for the organization. This led her
to classify news based on whether it was “scheduled” or “unscheduled,” whether its dissemina-
tion was urgent or not, how it was affected by the technology of news work, and whether the
journalists could make decisions in advance about future coverage of the event or not.

Tuchman argued that her classification of news better explained how news organizations ac-
tually work than did the category scheme of the journalists. Specifically, she said, her scheme ex-
plained how journalists and journalistic organizations control their work to allow them to process
unexpected events. The journalistic category scheme, she argued, did not accomplish that goal.

This initial discussion of routines by Tuchman was important for at least two reasons. First,
it suggested that news work could be understood from the broader perspective of the sociol-
ogy of work generally. Second, it suggested “it might be more valuable to think of news not as
distorting, but rather as reconstituting the everyday world” (p. 129). Journalists construct and
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reconstruct social reality, she argued. Researchers who wanted to understand news should focus
on that construction, rather than on whether the end product was biased in some way.

Tuchman’s initial interest in news work grew out of a concern with the use of newspaper
stories by sociologists to measure community variables. In her 1972 article in the American Jour-
nal of Sociology, she argued explicitly that these stories should not be treated as a reflection of
reality, but rather that news work constructs its own reality. In a debate published in the American
Sociological Review, Tuchman (1976) criticized Danzger (1975), who used newspaper articles to
index community conflict. She argued that news routines, such as relying on centralized sources,
systematically support those with political and economic power. Power, in fact, often includes
the ability to generate news.

This argument about news as the product of news workers and news organizations, rather
than a reflection of some “reality,” is central to three articles published during this same period by
Molotch and Lester (1973, 1974, 1975). The media are “not an objective reporter of events but an
active player in the constitution of events,” the team argued in the first of these papers (Molotch
& Lester, 1973, p. 258). The goals of the media lead them to select some events over others for
inclusion in the news. News, in fact, needs to be viewed as “purposive behavior,” they argued
(Molotch & Lester, 1974), that is, the product of activities of the journalists and their employers
that suite the needs of both. The journalists work with the raw materials largely provided to them
by promoters of events to “transform a perceived set of promoted occurrences into public events
through publication or broadcast” (p. 104).

Molotch and Lester (1975) differentiate this perspective from what they consider to be the
normal view on the part of sociologists and others concerned with news at the time. They argued
that most observers make an “assumption of an objectively significant set of happenings which
can be known, known to be important, and hence reported by competent, unrestrained news
professionals” (p. 235). When news deviates from this “objective” view of the happening, they
argued, the usual explanation is that the reporters were incompetent, management interfered, or
outsiders corrupted the process through payoffs. The result is “bias.” But Molotch and Lester
(1975) said they made no assumption that there is an “objective reality,” but they rather saw news
as the product of the processes that are used to create news.

For Molotch and Lester (1974), news “routines” are important for an understanding of that
production of occurrences into news. The media need to be understood as formal organizations
that use “routines for getting work done in newsrooms” (p. 105). Molotch and Lester (1975),in a
study of the Santa Barbara, California, oil spill of 1969, identified some of those routines, which
they say, “may become so ingrained that they become reified as ‘professional norms’ of ‘good
journalism’” (p. 255). These include the routines of covering occurrences close to when they hap-
pened and then decreasing attention over time, of concentrating news personnel in large cities,
and of covering events close at hand less than those more distant.

This formative work of Tuchman, Molotch, and Lester was important for at least three rea-
sons. First, it explained that routine behaviors help journalists create news. Second, it focused on
the role of power in determining news. Third, it distinguished between the constructed reality of
news and what news workers refer to as “reality.”

These early writers about routines did not see these fundamental characteristics of work as
variable among media organizations or media workers or across time. Rather, these “routines”
were seen as defining characteristics of news work.

Eliasoph (1988) challenged this assumption that routines were universal in a study of what
she termed an “oppositional radio station.” What she found, however, was that the routines, in
fact, did not vary. The reporters at the radio station she observed, KPFA-FM in Berkeley, Cali-
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fornia, followed the same routines as the reporters at the media studied by others. Despite this
reliance on the same techniques, however, the journalists at the oppositional radio station did not
produce the same type of news as the reporters at the other media. The routines were used for
the same reason as at the other media—to make the work of the journalists manageable—but the
relationship of the station to its audience, the social and political position of the journalists and
those who controlled the newsroom shaped the characteristics of the news product.

Hansen, Ward, Conners, and Neuzil (1994) examined whether the creation of electronic
news libraries for the storage and retrieval of previously printed stories influenced the news
routines of newspapers. For the most part, they concluded, the routines had not changed. In a
subsequent study in the same vein, Hansen, Neuzil, and Ward (1998) concluded that the creation
of teams within newspaper newsrooms to focus on news topics also had not affected markedly
the routines of news creation.

More recent research using the concept of news routines seems largely to have assumed
the lack of variability in the concept. Cook (1998), in his analysis of the role of news media in
politics, argues that news routines produce predictable news across time and similar news across
news outlets. Oliver and Maney (2000), in work reminiscent of that of Danzger (1975), compared
newspaper coverage of community demonstrations with police records of those demonstrations.
They found discrepancies between the coverage and the police records that could be explained
by what they called newspaper routines, namely a preference for stories about local leaders and
those with conflict resulting for the presence of counterdemonstrators. Wolfsfeld, Avraham, and
Aburaiya (2000) found evidence that cultural and political assumptions in Israeli society dictate
largely fixed routines of news coverage that result in a negative presentation of its Arab citizens.

Consistent with the Wolfsfeld et al. study (2000), Bennett (1996), and Ryfe (2006b) argued
that the media follow routines that are the outcome of organizational and professional rules. The
use of the word “rules” is significant, for it indicates something that is not variable. For Bennett,
these rules explain the consistency of news content across time and circumstances. Writing in
the same vein, Sparrow (2006) did acknowledge that routines and practices of the media should
vary in response to uncertainty in the environment of the media organization. The nature of the
variation, however, is not specified.

The lack of variability in news routines renders the concept of limited value in news con-
struction research. To understand the origins and the consequences of the routines, the researcher
must be able to identify variability in the routines themselves. In other words, the researcher
needs to find situations were the routines are not followed or in some other way are altered in or-
der to understand why the routines are not followed or differ and to understand the consequences
of the routines.

The importance of this early work on routines, in sum, rests largely on its contribution to
a view of news as a construction of reality, rather than a mirror of that reality. Schudson (2002,
2005), in reviews of the literature on news routines and on news construction, has both acknowl-
edged that contribution and expressed some concern about it. In his view, it seems that the as-
sumption that real world events are not particularly important in determining what is news was
“overstated” by scholars (Schudson, 2005, p. 181). The event that stimulates the creation of news
has more impact than many of the early writers on news construction believed, in his view. “The
reality-constructing practices of the powerful will fail (in the long run) if they run roughshod over
the world “out there,”” Schudson wrote (2005, p. 181). As one example, Schudson pointed to the
findings of Livingston and Bennett (2003). These researchers reported that the amount of news
based on spontaneous activities increased dramatically on at least one cable news channel, CNN,
in the 1994 to 2001 period as a result of the technological change in the industry.
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THE CONCEPT OF BEATS

Integrated into the discussion of news routines is the concept of news beats. News organizations
generally organize themselves so as to be able to observe events and gather the raw materials that
are used to produce news.

The origins of the term “beat” as used to describe the organizational structure of news gath-
ering are not known. One possibility is that the term is borrowed from police work, where police
officers are assigned geographical areas or beats that they cover in a routine way. In fact, one
dictionary definition of the word “beat” is “a habitual path or round of duty: as a policeman’s
beat” (Webster’s New World Dictionary, 1964).

The literature examining the construction of news and news routines has given extensive
attention to beats. For Tuchman (1978), news organizations use a “news net” as a means of
acquiring the raw materials that become news. The net, she argues, was originally designed for
“catching appropriate stories available at centralized locations” (p. 25). It assumes that the audi-
ences of news are interested in occurrences at these locations, that they are concerned with the
activities of specific organizations, and that they are interested in specific topics.

For these reasons, Tuchman argues, the news net is “flung through space, focuses upon spe-
cific organizations, and highlights topics” (p. 25). Of these three methods of dispersing reporters,
geographic territoriality is most important. A beat, for Tuchman, is a method of dispersing report-
ers to organizations associated with the generation of news and holding centralized information.

Fishman (1980), in his now-classic observational study of news gathering, noted that the
beat system of news coverage was so widespread when he did his study in the late 1970s that
not using beats was a distinctive feature of being an experimental, alternative, or underground
newspaper. In Fishman’s view, the beat is a journalist’s concept, grounded in the actual working
world of reporters. Beats have a history in the news organization that outlives the histories of the
individuals who work the beats. Superiors assign reporters to their beats, and, while the reporter
is responsible for, and has jurisdiction over, covering the beat, the reporter does not own that
beat. For Fishman, the beat is a domain of activities occurring outside the newsroom consisting
of something more than random assortments of activities. Finally, Fishman argued, the beat is a
social setting to which the reporter belongs. The reporter becomes part of the network of social
relations which is the beat. In Fishman’s view, beats have both a topical and territorial character.
Journalists talk about their beats as places to go and people to see and as a series of topics one is
responsible for covering.

For Gans (1979), the key process in news creation is story suggestion. Reporters have the
responsibility for thinking up story ideas. To this end, they are required to “keep up with what
is going on in the beats they patrol or in the areas of the country assigned to their bureaus, and
they are evaluated in part by their ability to suggest suitable stories” (p. 87). Other staff members,
including top editors and producers, are also expected to come up with story ideas, and nonjour-
nalists are encouraged to do so as well, Gans noted.

Gans’ conceptualization is informative, for it focuses on the generation of the idea that lies
behind the story and links this generation of ideas to beats. In this view, raw material has the
potential to become news only if it is recognized as having that potential by someone in the news
construction business. Bantz, McCorkle, and Baade (1980) called this process of story idea gen-
eration “story ideation,” a concept discussed in more detail below.

Beats and Television

For the most part, the literature on beats assumed their existence in news organizations. Yet
there was evidence in early studies of news construction of variability regarding beats and beat
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structure. Specially, that early research showed that television newsrooms did not make use of
beat structure as frequently as newspapers or that the beats television newsrooms used were
generally not as well developed as those used by newspapers. Drew (1972), in his study of deci-
sion-making in three local television newsrooms in a medium sized midwestern market, found
that some beats, specifically to cover city hall, have sometimes been used in television. Based
on a study of newsgathering and production procedures at three major US television national
networks, Epstein (1974), however, found that fixed beats, except for those in Washington, par-
ticularly at the White House, did “not satisfy the network’s basic problem of creating ‘national
news’” (p. 136). As a result, correspondents were moved from one topic to another depending
on availability and logistical criteria after the assignment editor decided that the specific event
was worth covering.

Altheide (1976), in his classic study of a local television newsroom, found no evidence of
a beat structure. The primary concern of the reporters and editors was having enough material
to fill the newscasts, and they relied on wire services, newspapers, press releases, and telephone
calls to get their story ideas. Thus, newspapers and wire service reporters, who largely work
beats, indirectly determine what most of the newsworthy events are for television journalists,
Fishman said.

McManus (1990), in a study of three television news operations, found that most reporters
at the three stations were assigned to specific “areas to search for news,” which he called news
beats. The demands of filing daily stories assigned by the news managers, however, resulted in no
more than a few minutes a day of looking for newsworthy events. At one station, reporters were
supposed to have one day a week to catch up on their beats, but that day was routinely reclaimed
by the assignment editor for a pressing story. The size of the station is important in the process of
gathering information. A larger station will have more highly active discovery. McManus argued,
however, that all television stations consume much more air time on stories discovered relatively
passively than on stories resulting from active discovery.

The Concept of Story Ideation

At least part of the answer to the question of why beats are created seems to lie with the concept
of story ideation. For Gans (1979), as noted, the key process in news creation is story suggestion.
Bantz, McCorkle, and Baade (1980) use the term “story ideation” to describe this process of
story idea generation. Something became news, they observed in the television newsroom they
studied, as a result of a process that began with the story idea. Individual news workers assessed
the information flowing into the newsroom from various sources, such as press releases, general
mail, newspapers, magazines, reporter tips, police-fire-FBI radios, and phone calls to determine
what could be a story. These story ideas were then discussed in the daily story “budget” meeting,
where decisions were made on which of the raw material would become news.

Television organizations, it seems, have found other techniques to generate story ideas. Un-
like newspapers, television news operations cannot afford to produce more stories than they will
use because of the high production costs and limited number of staff members. As a result, as-
signment editors disperse their staffs so as to maximize the probability of generating a story.

Some of the techniques used in television news as an alternative to traditional beats are
similar to beat structures in that reporters are expected to generate ideas on a specific topic, and
some are not. What all these techniques have in common, however, is that they produce the ideas
that satisfy the needs of the media organization. While most of the existent literature on news
construction sees beats as ways of structuring news gathering, they should rather be seen as one
way of generating story ideas.
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The Concept of News Philosophy

If story ideation is a defining characteristic of news, meaning that all news organizations need
story ideas, and if there are multiple ways for media organizations to generate story ideas, what is
required is some understanding of why a particular media organization would employ one tech-
nique for story ideation over another. In the terminology of Hage (1972), what is needed is an ac-
tion premise, specifying when one mechanism for story ideation will be used rather than another.

Recent research on how media organizations respond to market pressures offers at least one
suggestion. Media organizations in commercial systems create an identity for their product, or
what marketers call a brand. The identity, or brand, specifies characteristics of the news product.
This forces media managers to develop what they calls a news philosophy, or a view about the
nature of the news product the organization will offer. That news philosophy can be expected to
shape the techniques for story ideation used by the media organization.

Branding in media industries, and particularly among television stations, only recently has
received attention by media scholars. Atwater (1984) found that television news operations do
differentiate their product to compete more successfully in a competitive market. Specifically,
stations used more or less soft news stories as a way of distinguishing their offering from that of
other stations. Such product differentiation is often achieved through branding, or the develop-
ment and maintenance of sets of product attributes and values appealing to customers.

What media organizations often brand, either explicitly or implicitly, is “news philosophy”
(Connolly, 2002). This is the organization’s general approach to the news product (Chalaby,
2000). Organizations make decisions to reflect some aspects of their communities and reject
others, to provide a mix of news that is more serious or more entertaining, to downplay or play
up news of conflict and news about crime. These decisions are market driven, for they are used
to differentiate competitive news products. In radio and television, where competition, at least in
the United States, is great, organizations opt for different “news philosophies” and then promote
those differences, i.e., brand their products accordingly.

Additional Functions of Beats

This discussion of the concepts of news philosophy and story ideation provides the needed ac-
tion premise to explain the use of beats in some media organizations and not in others. As market
competition increases, media organizations would be expected to be more differentiated in terms
of news philosophy, and, consequently, more differentiated in terms of use of story ideation
techniques.

While the literature on news construction focuses on the utility of beats as a means of gather-
ing news, research also shows that beats may serve additional functions for newsrooms. Becker,
Lowrey, Claussen, and Anderson (2000), in fact, have argued that are at least three different
ways in which beats can be viewed. In one view—the view of the literature on news construction
reviewed—beats exist in news organizations because they are efficient—if not essential—tools
for gathering news. From the perspective of the sociology of organizations literature, Becker and
his colleagues argued, beats are a form of job differentiation. That is, they are a way of putting
people into positions in which they can most efficiently operate for the betterment of the overall
organization. In this view, newsrooms would be expected to create beats as they increased in size
for the simple reason that job differentiation allows an organization to function more efficiently.
Finally, beats can be viewed as part of the managerial reward structure. Beats may be ranked
hierarchically and, as a result, used to reward those who have performed well and punish or dis-
cipline those who have not.



5. NEWS ORGANIZATIONS AND ROUTINES 67

These three definitions of a beat are not in conflict. Beats can serve as the means of generat-
ing story ideas as gathering news. They also can reflect job differentiation and be used as a reward
structure. Becker and his colleagues (2000) found little evidence in their newspaper newsroom
study that beats are used for this third function. Beat structure did vary by size of organization
however, though it retained its basic fabric as it grew in complexity, consistent with the view that
beats are tools of news construction.

Clearly, then, beats can have consequences beyond those intended by their creators. For
example, some have commented on the consequences of the relationships that develop in beats.
For Breed (1955), the importance of beats is the power it gives to reporters. He concluded that
beat reporters gained the “editor” function. Eliasoph (1988) says that reporting on beats does not
necessarily have to be uncritical, depending on the power relations between reporter and source.
Soloski (1989) noted that beat reporters are drawn into a “symbiotic relationship” of mutual obli-
gations with their sources. This both facilitates and complicates their work. Donohue, Olien, and
Tichenor (1989) argued that writers who regularly covered a beat share a system of meaning, so
that stories could be produced efficiently with generally similar results.

ILLUSTRATIVE STUDY

A study we conducted provides tentative support for the posited relationship between news phi-
losophy, story ideation, and adoption of story ideation strategies (Becker et al., 2001). Research-
ers spent two days observing the newsrooms in two television stations and a newspaper within a
medium-sized metropolitan community in the southeastern United States. The television stations
were chosen because they were roughly comparable in newsroom size and number of newscasts
produced per week, with similar network-related resources. But there was reason to expect dif-
ferences in approaches to the final news product. The newspaper represented the single daily
newspaper for the metropolitan area. The researchers also conducted informal interviews with
newsroom managers and journalists. The newscasts and the newspapers created during the time
of observation were viewed/read and analyzed.

Some simple answers to the questions posed about the importance of beats emerge from this
study. First, though the television newsrooms did not have as obvious of a specialization structure
as the newspaper, they did have specialists. For example, specialists covered weather, sports,
consumer news, and health. These specialists were responsible for generating story ideas and
stories or other content in their special areas. The observations indicate that the television news-
rooms did not have the elaborate beat structure of the newspaper newsroom simply because the
television newsrooms did not need such an elaborate structure. The television newsrooms need
fewer stories than the newspapers, and they could generate the story ideas and the stories from
scanners, from the casual observation of their general assignment reporters, from web sites, from
press releases, and from listings of community activities that were readily available to them. The
study showed that when news organizations decided they needed specialized kinds of content on
a regular basis, they created a system to generate it. This was done by designating an individual
whose job it was to create this type of content. At one of the television stations studied, these
specialists were called “franchise” reporters. Their job was to generate story ideas and then report
and produce stories about such topics as consumer news and health issues. Though the sports
reporter or even the weather person was not called a “franchise” reporter, she or he functioned
in the same way. The station decided it needed a steady diet of sports and weather, and it also
decided the best way to get that was to have a specialist whose job it was to create it.

At the newspaper studied, the editors had decided they needed a steady stream of copy from



68 BECKER AND VLAD

a geographic area outside the metropolitan area, so they created a beat for that area. The creation
of a geographic beat at the paper served a very specific need for the newspaper studied. The paper
wanted copy from that region, because it wanted to increase its circulation in the region. In addi-
tion, the newspaper wanted to satisfy the internal desire to be regional in focus. The reporter as-
signed to the beat was expected to regularly suggest story ideas, and to regularly send in stories.

The two television stations studied differed in terms of how they generated story ideas. The
smaller of the stations relied more on its reporters and producers, while the larger of the two sta-
tions relied more on the talents, expertise, and organizational skills of the key assignment person.
The differences seem to reflect differences in news philosophy at the two stations. Clearly a major
difference between the newspaper and the television stations was reflected in news philosophy.
Conversations in the newspaper newsroom reflected an interest in comprehensiveness, complete-
ness of news coverage, and breadth of topics covered. In the television newsrooms, the focus
was much narrower. In both cases, the news directors recognized the limited scope of what they
could do in a newscast. Fundamentally, they were interested in a newscast that was interesting
to the audience, rather than a newscast that reflected even the major features of the activities of
the community. The data are rather clear in differentiating story ideation and creation in the daily
newspaper from story ideation and creation at the television stations. They provide less clarity
regarding the differences between the television stations. Those differences were small, but they
seemed to be significant, in part because they seemed to reflect differences in news philosophy.

The findings of these case studies are consistent with the basic premises generated from the
news construction literature in this chapter. Each of the news organizations observed began each
news day with a need for raw materials, namely, the ideas to be used to generate news stories. The
organizations had limited resources available for the acquisition of these materials, and they de-
veloped routines or procedures to guarantee their availability. For the newspaper, these involved
beats. For the television stations, they involved less elaborate specialization, but specialization
nonetheless. The television stations assigned individuals to produce “packages” on a routine ba-
sis, and they assigned individuals within the organization the specific task of creating, assembling
and organizing story ideas. Anticipated consumer demand helped shape the characteristics of the
news product. Each of the media organizations seemed to have a news philosophy, or a sense of
its mission that was shaped by what was successful in the market. They sought to “brand” their
products accordingly.

CONCLUSIONS

Ryfe (2006a), in the introduction to a special issue of the journal Political Communication dealing
with news, argues that the research on news media has produced one largely consistent finding:
news is extraordinarily homogeneous. The research also offers an explanation for this homogene-
ity: news is the product of a set of organizational routines that do not vary across time, place, or
organization.

Most of the research on routines is based on the study of American media, Ryfe acknowl-
edges, and it is an open question as to whether routines differ in other parts of the world as well
as to whether they have varied across time and can be expected to change in the future. Bourdieu
(2001) argues that sameness of content is a feature of French media as well. Shoemaker and
Cohen (2006) found more similarity than dissimilarity in the topics in the news in a composite
week of newspapers, radio broadcasts and television broadcasts across 10 countries from around
the world. Donsbach (1995), however, found that US journalists have a higher level of division
of labor than journalists in four European countries studied for comparison. The US journalists
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also are more likely to have their stories edited for the sake of accuracy than are journalists in the
other countries. Esser (1998), in a detailed analysis of newsroom structure in German and British
newspapers, found huge differences in terms of role differentiation; the German newsrooms had
almost none, while the British newsrooms were highly role structured. Weaver (1998), in a study
of journalists from 12 different national states, found large differences in terms of the roles the
journalists say they should play in society. Esser (1998) concluded that the existing scholarship is
naive in not recognizing differences in structure and routines, perhaps because that research has
focused on the gross similarities in content.

Cook (1998), in a critique of the organizational approach to the study of news, argued that
this perspective produced evidence of the necessity of routines but gave little information about
those routines. Cook argued that the news media in the United States are more than a series of
organizations. The similarities of news content and of the process that produces that content sug-
gest that the news media should be analyzed as a single institution, he contends.

The focus of Cook (1998) and, at nearly the same time, Sparrow (1999) on an institutional
approach to news has generated new interest in news routines. Essays and reports by Benson
(2006), Cook (2006), Entman (2006), Kaplan (2006), Lawrence (2006), Lowrey (forthcoming),
Ryfe (2006b), and Sparrow (2006), most published in the special issue of Political Communica-
tion, attest to that fact.

Lowrey (forthcoming), drawing on the sociological literature (particularly Meyer & Rowan,
1977) argues that the “new institutional” approach is a reaction to traditional research and theo-
rizing on organizational behavior. That research has viewed humans and their organizations as
purely calculating and goal-oriented, and it has not seen their actions in context. The institu-
tionalists have focused on the power of habits, norms and unquestioned typifications in decision
making and on the environment of the organizations. The policies and practices of the institutions
acquire unquestioned status. Organizations follow them without concern for their effectiveness.

At this point, it is unclear how much difference this new approach is going to make in research
on news production. Sparrow (2006) argues, based on new institutionalism, that news media de-
velop standard routines in response to three kinds of uncertainty: over profits, legitimacy and raw
materials. The first and third of these are central issues in the media economics literature, which ar-
gues that media organizations are fundamentally economic in nature (Alexander et al., 2004; Cro-
teau & Hoynes, 2001; Doyle, 2002; Hoskins et al., 2004; McManus, 1994). Entman (2004) argues
that news institutionalism alone will not explain media coverage of foreign policy and suggests an
integration of it and insights from the media and foreign policy literature (Entman, 2004).

As we have explained above, we believe the organization perspective continues to have
merit. In our view, a defining characteristic of news organizations is their need for story ideas,
as these ideas are the raw material of news. The structure of the organizations and their routines
result from this need, and these structures and routines, in turn, shape the final news product.

The historical literature has given less focus to story ideation than would seem to be ideal.
The result is that the multiple ways in which stories can be generated is not known. Clearly beats,
which have been a historical concern in the news construction literature, play a key role in gen-
erating story ideas. Other techniques exist as well.

The literature on news routines seemed to have stagnated, because the notion of routines
was not seen as variable. This new focus on variations in techniques for story idea generation
offers a fresh avenue for exploration. Similarly, the antecedents of variation in story ideation
techniques are worthy of exploration. Here news philosophy is identified as one such antecedent.
Others are likely to present themselves as well. An examination of variability in story ideation
techniques may suggest differences in media content, particularly on the local level, that much of
the existing research has missed.
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Consistent with Ryfe (2006a), we expect routines to vary across time. We also think that the
uncoupling of journalism from media organizations will have a large amount of impact on how
news is produced. Preliminary research (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2007) has shown
that the news agenda of use-driven web sites is strikingly different from that of the mainstream
press. It seems likely that citizen journalists, that is, journalists working without special training
in journalism and/or working without the constraints of the traditional media, also will generate
different story ideas than journalists working for the media. The routines for generating those
ideas are likely to be different as well, since they will have little or no link to the present practice
of journalism.

Story ideation will almost certainly remain the key process in news production. For that
reason, it is where future research can be directed most profitably.
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Journalists as Gatekeepers

Pamela J. Shoemaker, Tim P. Vos, and Stephen D. Reese

Journalists are bombarded with information from the Internet, newspapers, television and radio
news, news magazines, and their sources. Their job of selecting and shaping the small amount
of information that becomes news would be impossible without gatekeeping. It is the process of
selecting, writing, editing, positioning, scheduling, repeating and otherwise massaging informa-
tion to become news. Since gatekeepers provide a picture of the world for the rest of us, it is vital
for scholars to understand the gatekeeping process and its impact on the reality presented to the
public.

Gatekeeping is one of the oldest social science theories adapted and developed for use in the
study of news' and has been used by communication scholars continuously since the 1950s. This
chapter defines the central elements of gatekeeping theory, the leading thinkers and leading texts
of gatekeeping, the current state of gatekeeping research, critical issues in theorizing about gate-
keeping, methodological issues and concerns, and, finally, considerations for future gatekeeping
scholarship.

KEY ELEMENTS

Items, those bits of information that are rejected or selected, shaped and scheduled, are the focus
of all gatekeeping studies. Tracking the flow of items dates back to Kurt Lewin’s (1947) social
psychological theory of how people’s eating habits could be changed. In his theory, items were
food products. Figure 6.1 illustrates a world of items that may enter the gatekeeping process.
Not all items are selected. Some make their way into channels, which are sometimes divided
into sections, each of which can be entered only by passing through a gate. Forces facilitate or
constrain the flow of items through gates, by varying in magnitude and valence direction and by
working on either or both sides of the gate. Figure 6.1 shows three channels and many informa-
tion items, but only one item makes its way through a channel and is transmitted to one or more
audiences. Negative or weak forces keep some items from progressing through the channels, and
it is important to note that forces exist both before and after gates. For example, the expense of
microwave remote equipment is a negative force in front of the gate, slowing a television sta-
tion’s ability to cover live events, but once the equipment is purchased and passes the gate, the
purchase has a positive force, leading the news producer to use it often to justify the expense.
The final element shown in Figure 6.1 is the outcome of the gatekeeping process, not only the
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FIGURE 6.1 The basic elements of gatekeeping studies.

result of being selected, but also the outcome of many influences on the item as it passes through
channels, sections, and gates.

Two important elements are hidden in Figure 6.1. The gatekeeper controls whether informa-
tion passes through the channel and what its final outcome is. Gatekeepers take many forms, for
example: people, professional codes of conduct, company policies, and computer algorithms.
All gatekeepers make decisions, but they have varying degrees of autonomy. Autonomy varies
from an individual’s idiosyncratic whims to sets of unbreakable rules interpreted by computer
programs. The information management company Google uses algorithms—sets of formula that
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translate the company’s gatekeeping policies into computer instructions—to select news items
for readers of the news Web page news.google.com. Google’s selections are presented as cur-
rent news to its many readers, and it might seem that the human gatekeepers have no autonomy;
however, algorithms are the product of many decisions from the level of management to code
writers. Google News is the outcome of this process, representing a seemingly objective picture
of the day, but this objectivity is a characteristic of humans and their understanding of the world,
not of computer programs.

In early gatekeeping studies about news events (e.g., Buckalew, 1968; Donohew, 1967; Gie-
ber, 1956; Jones, Troldahl, & Hvistendahl, 1961; White, 1950), the gate was understood to be an
in/out decision point, with little or no concern for other aspects of the gatekeeper’s job. Donahue,
Tichenor, and Olien (1972), however, emphasize that gatekeeping is a more complex process,
involving decisions about the amount of time/space allotted to a news event, where within a
publication or news program the story is placed, the use of graphics, and number of stories about
the event on one day or across days, and whether the story returns in a cyclical pattern. In other
words, journalists can frame the story (Entman, 1993).

EARLY INFLUENCES

Although the field of communication research has been dominated by issues of audience and ef-
fects, gatekeeping has continually reminded us of the importance of institutional, organizational
and professional factors in understanding the media landscape. One of the earliest theories in
the field, gatekeeping is associated with one of the “four founders” of the field as identified by
Berelson (1959) and one of the key “forerunners” nominated by Rogers (1994): Kurt Lewin.
The influence of the gatekeeping tradition, like any model, has been to direct attention to certain
phenomena in a compelling manner. As a result, a number of research questions across a wide
domain of communication activity have been guided by this major concept, taking it far beyond
the original sense of the one coined by Lewin, a social-psychologist but trained as a physicist. He
sought to apply the principles of physical science to human behavior by identifying channels and
gates controlling what passed through them.

This simple but compelling model, applicable across a number of domains, served to clarify
the seemingly infinite number of influences and individuals operating within a communication
setting. Believing that psychological “forces” could be studied mathematically, Lewin’s thinking
resembled that of other early figures, such as Claude Shannon (1949) and Norbert Wiener (1948),
who developed unifying “engineering” models that could be applied across mass and interper-
sonal communication regardless of “‘channel.”

One key influence of Lewin was on former journalist David Manning White, an assistant of
Lewin’s at the University of lowa and a student of Wilbur Schramm. As White recalled it:

One day I happened to run across a paper by Kurt Lewin in which he coined the term “gate-
keeper.” I thought that the complex series of “gates” a newspaper report went through from the
actual criterion event to the finished story in a newspaper would make an interesting study, and
thus pursued it. (cited in Reese & Ballinger, 2001, p. 646)

White’s 1949 study of a news editor helped apply the concepts of Lewin to a journalistic
setting and launch a tradition of research into the media “gatekeepers.” His work tackled the in-
tuitively obvious question of how news organizations solve the problem of so much information
and so little space. Titled, “The ‘Gatekeeper’: A case study in the selection of news,” White’s
widely reprinted and cited article in Journalism Quarterly in 1950, which called it “one of the



76 SHOEMAKER, VOS, AND REESE

first studies of its kind,” examined the reasons expressed by a news editor for accepting or reject-
ing a list of potential news items. Although it addressed the decisions of only a single person, the
model proved highly influential.

In reviewing the reasons given for selecting one-tenth of the wire stories for inclusion in the
Peoria Star, White observed “how highly subjective, how reliant upon value judgments based
on the ‘gatekeeper’s’ own set of experiences, attitudes and expectations the communication of
‘news’ really is” (1950, p. 386). His adaptation of Lewin was firmly individualistic, placing more
emphasis on the gatekeeper than the channel, and subsequent studies followed suit, identifying
journalist selectivity as the main source of news “bias.” In White’s recollection of his own earlier
professional work, he had a similar insight:

I quickly became quite aware of my antipathy to the incoming columns of Westbrook Pegler, but
I tried to edit his vitriolic prose with objectivity. One afternoon, though, the paper’s managing
editor called me into his office and said, “David, I've noticed lately that Pegler’s columns are
considerably shorter these past few weeks.”...Either subconsciously or with palpable awareness I
had been cutting out sentences or whole paragraphs of vintage Pegler. (p. 647)

The model strongly suggests that the main reason for media distortion is the need to narrow
a multitude of happenings in the world to a modest number that eventually make the news. That
implies that were that less the case and editors better able to choose appropriately, then news
selection would be less problematic. Furthermore, the gatekeeping model includes room for a
number of decision makers along the path of selection, but the tendency of many studies, includ-
ing White’s, is to focus on one section of that process. “Mr. Gates” was perhaps given too much
credit for wielding influence, given that he did not have at his command an entire selection of the
day’s happenings. And his job was mainly to choose from among stories in the major wire ser-
vices, which were largely comparable, meaning his selections were from among a narrow range
of choices to begin with (as advanced later by Gieber, 1964).

Although not a “gatekeeping” study as such, Warren Breed’s (1955) research on social con-
trol in the newsroom is a close contemporary of White’s and often mentioned together. In “Social
control in the newsroom: A functional analysis,” Breed—also a former newspaper reporter—
interviewed a sample of newsmen at medium-sized newspapers to determine how they discerned
the appropriate way to handle their story selection. Breed, in a sense, identified newspaper pub-
lishers as the de facto gatekeepers who operate through indirect means to ensure that only news
consistent with organizational policy gets through. The relevant gatekeeping issue for Breed was
that “policy news may be slanted or buried so that some important information is denied the
citizenry” (p. 193).

Breed’s contribution was to show how the most important gatekeeper may not be the one
who is most immediately involved in the selection, but may reside elsewhere within more in-
fluential levels of the organization. If news is what the journalist says it is, the subjectivity of
the gatekeeper would seem to profoundly problematize the news process, and yet the field was
slow to follow up on this key insight. Reese and Ballinger (2001) argue that the reason lay in the
expectation that acting adequately on behalf of the community, the gatekeeper “sees to it (even
though he may never be consciously aware of it) that the community shall hear as a fact only
those events which the newsman, as the representative of his culture, believes to be true” (White,
1950, p. 390). Like White, Breed implied (as did subsequent interpretations by field synthesiz-
ers) that the gatekeeping process could work to the satisfaction of the community via journalistic
codes and other guidance, were the undue influence of publishers to be curtailed. According to
these views, then, as long as gatekeepers remained faithful cultural representatives, the society
need not fear their decisions.
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This benign view of gatekeepers worked to suppress attention to this important process for
many years, until relative outsiders to the field of communication brought newsroom decisions
back into scrutiny. If Breed’s view placed gatekeeping control with the publisher, and White
with the editor’s subjective judgment, later work, a decade or more later, in media sociology
placed it at the level of the organization. The highly influential book of sociologist Herbert
Gans (1979), identified sources of power within the organization, and the incentives journalists
have to conform to group norms and follow practical considerations. In a valuable corrective,
this approach embeds gatekeeping in the ongoing and functional activities of organizations.
Gans locates the construction of news not in the journalist, the publisher, or in the gatekeeping
editor, but in the process by which all parts, routines, and arrangements of the organization are
engaged for the creation of news. This helps direct blame for distortion away from the individual
journalists.

For Gans (1979) the news process is the process of solving the problems involved in packag-
ing the daily flow of events into a marketable product for audiences. For the solution, journalists
use “considerations” to aid in the decision making process, which must be applicable without too
much deliberation. They must help avoid excessive uncertainty, be flexible, easily rationalized
or explainable to others, and efficient, guaranteeing the best results for the least effort. The news
equation is based on efficiency and power, which are closely connected.

The clearest demonstration of the fact that these considerations are not automatically ap-
plied, are the competitive factors. If considerations were automatic, news media would not need
to look to each other for confirmation. Journalists in the ambiguous world of news strive to know
what others are doing (Time with Newsweek, CBS with NBC, in this study). Journalists use the
competition to judge their own performance. One of Gans’s most insightful observations is the
way journalists depend on the New York Times. The networks and newsmagazines need an arbiter
that is presumed to transcend medium considerations and act as the trend setter. If it did not exist,
it would have to be invented.

Consistent with the influence gatekeeping ascribes to journalists, Gans gives the news its
own autonomy by observing that “the news is not simply a compliant supporter of elites or the
Establishment or the ruling class; rather, it views nation and society through its own set of values
and with its own conception of the good social order” (1979, p. 62). In this approach, gatekeeping
decisions are made that help solve practical problems, rather than on individual subjectivity. But
do these decisions act to systematically create a predictable range of news products? Gans cor-
rectly notes that, especially in television with its limited space, the final product is the highlight of
the highlights. This leaves unanswered, of course, the question of on what basis the highlighting
is made, which features of reality become most exaggerated?

The Gatekeepers

Although it leaves room for channels and external pressures, the gatekeeping tradition has by its
nature, focused research attention on the individuals controlling the gates: “Mr. Gates.” A major
line of research has been devoted to describing the characteristics of these individuals, in an at-
tempt to better understand what decisions they will be likely to make. Recent theorizing has had
to grapple with the very definition of “who is a journalist,” but gatekeeping implicitly locates that
definition squarely with the professionals working within news organizations:

those who have editorial responsibility for the preparation or transmission of news stories or other
information, including full-time reporters, writers, correspondents, columnists, news people, and
editors. (Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2007, p. 3)
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Weaver and colleagues have pursued this track most extensively, identifying the kinds of
professional attitudes guiding journalist gatekeepers, extending the two categories of “neutral”
and “participant,” proposed by the original work of Johnstone, Slawski and Bowman (1976, p.
256) to include “disseminator,” “adversarial,” “interpretive,” and, with a nod to the public jour-
nalism movement, “populist mobilizer” (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). The most recent national
survey by Weaver et al. (2007) continues two prior efforts that described the personal and profes-
sional traits of these journalists, comparing them to the public in general. Thus, along with the
numerous and less scientifically detached surveys of journalists purporting to show individual
bias, these reports are premised on the importance of the some 120,000 individuals making up
this professional group. Their makeup matters more, the authors argue, precisely because of their
power to shape our perspectives on the world (Weaver et al., 2007).

STATE OF THE ART

A review of communication journals and books would suggest that the evolution of gatekeeping
research slowed in the 1980s, only to see a resurgence in empirical studies in the last decade.
The dearth of gatekeeping scholarship in the 1980s followed the sociological turn in journalism
scholarship signaled by Gans’s (1979) and others (e.g., Tuchman, 1978). The sociology of news
work has steered the field toward studying gatekeepers in their organizational context. White’s
(1950) take on gatekeeping, which emphasized the agency of individual gatekeepers in selecting
news, has fallen out of favor.

Gatekeeping research has also moved forward since the 1980s by revisiting previous studies
to account for the changing face of journalism. As noted above, Weaver and his colleagues (2007,
1986, 1996) have tracked many of the changing demographics and practices of journalism. They
are not alone. Bleske (1991), in keeping with the growing number of women in journalism, ex-
plored how gatekeeping changed, or did not change, when the gatekeeper was a woman instead
of a man. Liebler and Smith (1997) found that the gender of the gatekeeper made little difference
in news content. Others have explored the role of race in the selection and construction of news
(Gant & Dimmick, 2000; Heider, 2000). Weaver et al. (2007) have explored how the public or
civic journalism movement of the 1990s has expanded journalistic role conceptions, influencing
how gatekeepers understand their work.

However, it has been the arrival of technological and accompanying institutional changes
that has spurred new waves of gatekeeping research. For example, while early studies examined
gatekeeping at newspapers, Berkowitz (1990) explored how the gatekeeping process worked in
local television news. Abbott and Brassfield (1989) compared gatekeeping at print and electronic
media and found some similarity in their decision making. Attention has more recently shifted to
the online environment in which news is constructed. The common thread in this line of research
is that technological changes will produce changes in what news organizations do and how they
function. As Singer puts it, “Unlike the print newspaper, the Web is not a finite, concrete media
form; instead, its form is simultaneously fluid and global and supremely individualistic”” (2001,
p. 78).

The initial studies of online news vary in their conclusions—some trumpeting the collapse
of organizational influences on gatekeeping in the new media environment (Williams & Carpini,
2004), some finding little difference in gatekeeping functions between older and newer media
(Cassidy, 2006). Singer (1997, 2005) explores how traditional print-based news organizations
have adapted to functioning in a world of online news and suggests that print-based routines
remain powerful in the new setting (see also Arant & Anderson, 2001). Even so, some news
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Web sites have embraced the interactivity of the Internet, creating a forum for engagement with
readers (Singer, 2006). Singer concludes that even though the gatekeeping function is changing
in the online news environment, “it seems unlikely to lose all relevance any time soon” (Singer,
1998).

As the demographic profile of gatekeepers, the routines of news work, and the context of
news work have changed, empirical research has emerged to understand how those changes have
led to the news we see and hear each day. These studies have typically relied on earlier theorizing
about the mechanisms of gatekeeping. For example, the concept of the news subsidy, articulated
by Gandy (1982) and others (e.g., VanSlyke Turk, 1986), has been used to study new forms of
subsidy, such as the emergence of video news releases aimed at electronic news organizations
(e.g., Cameron & Blount, 1996; Machill, Beiler, & Schmutz, 2006). The vibrancy of gatekeeping
comes in part from a body of scholarship that has kept pace with changes in journalism.

Meanwhile, the relative dearth of gatekeeping scholarship in the 1980s may have also come
from the general acceptance of the gatekeeping concept as it has been more broadly defined.
Gatekeeping, as noted above, is no longer understood as solely a matter of selection; nor is it
understood as the action of a singular, powerful agent. A broader understanding of gatekeeping
has paved the way for gatekeeping scholarship to be absorbed into the domain of media sociology
(Schudson, 2003) and thus to regain theoretical relevance.

This movement toward a sociological orientation was less a bold step forward than a bold
step backward. In fact, gatekeeping’s continued relevance has come from a return to its roots.
Lewin (1951), the father of gatekeeping research, had emphasized the place of the gatekeeper
within a “field.” According to Lewin’s “field theory,” gatekeeping emerged from an interaction
of factors within a social field. Lewin’s field theory was rooted in what he called “psychological
ecology” (1951, p. 170), which became associated with ecological systems theory and human
ecology theory. Individuals were to be understood within the context of four systems: a micro-
system (immediate context), mesosystem (nexus of immediate contexts), exosystem (external
institutions), and macrosystem (culture or social system) (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These systems
roughly corresponded with what Shoemaker and Reese (1991/1996) identified as five levels of
analysis (also see Reese, 2001). These five levels, which are elaborated below, include the indi-
vidual journalist level, the routines or practices of journalism level, the organizational level, the
extra-media level, and the social system level. This analytical framework has led to greater preci-
sion and greater scope in theorizing about the construction and selection of news. For example,
Shoemaker, Eichholz, Kim, and Wrigley (2001) compared factors across levels of analysis to
better understand the factors that shape news on federal legislation.

Theorizing about gatekeeping also stands to gain from renewed examinations of field theory.
While original gatekeeping research grew out of Lewin’s (1951) concept of the “field,” more
recent efforts have examined the field theory of Pierre Bourdieu (1998, 1993). It is beyond the
scope of this chapter to delve into the intricacies of Bourdieu’s theorizing or to catalog the many
ways in which Bourdieu’s field theory speaks to journalistic gatekeeping—much of that work
has been done by Benson and Neveu (2005). A couple of significant contributions will be noted
here. First, Bourdieu’s field theory addresses the relationship among levels of analysis. “(F)ield
theory is concerned with how macrostructures are linked to organizational routines and journal-
istic practices, and emphasizes the dynamic nature of power” (Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 9). The
agency of individuals is bound by those macrostructures, organizational routines, and journalistic
practices. However, this is not strictly a hierarchical model where macrostructures, for example
economic structures, dictate routines and practices. As influential as economic factors are to
most Western media, journalism still maintains some degree of autonomy, rooted in “the spe-
cific capital unique to that field” (Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 4). In other words, the institutional
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characteristics and routines of the news media provide gatekeepers some insulation from the
power of outside influences.

Second, since the field is an interrelated nexus of factors, studying isolated factors can prove
problematic. Benson and Neveu conclude that “the ‘field’ opens up a new unit of analysis for
media research: the entire universe of journalists and media organizations acting and reacting in
relation to one another” (2005, p. 11). Benson (2004) puts forward a number of hypotheses for
empirical study, few of which seem to address the field itself as a unit of analysis. For example,
he offers: “Greater dependence on advertising is likely to contribute to more positive (and less
negative) coverage of business, more critical (or sparse) coverage of labor unions, as well as a
pro-consumerist depoliticization and ideological narrowing of news” (Benson, 2004, p. 282).
Regardless, Bourdieu’s field theory provides new impetus to theorizing about the relationship
among levels of analysis in a gatekeeping model.

CRITICAL ISSUES

Although gatekeeping research has a long track record in the journalism discipline, some critical
issues remain. One of those critical issues has been explored above—how we theorize about the
different levels of analysis for the journalistic field. If gatekeeping is ultimately controlled by
ideological factors for example, as Herman and Chomsky (2002) have argued, then we need to be
precise about why it is worthwhile to study other levels of analysis. One other critical issue will
be considered here: the so-called “forces” at the gates in the gatekeeping process.

As noted above, Lewin (1951) held that forces at the gate determine which items become
news and which do not. These forces limit the autonomy of individual gatekeepers and shape the
news in consistent ways. Although some of Lewin’s gatekeeping theory invoked metaphors, such
as channels and gates, “force” apparently has some ontological substance. At least there are pres-
sures on gatekeepers to select or not select information. But what are those forces? For the most
part, gatekeeping theorizing and research have skirted that question. However, for a variety of
reasons, it is a question worth asking and worth answering. First, to the extent that society is not
satisfied with the news that journalistic gatekeepers produce, we should empower practitioners
to alter institutional practices or alignments. That will take knowledge of the forces that have
shaped or empowered those practices and alignments in the first place. Second, the way that
Lewin used “force” can obscure the nature and use of coercive “power” in the gatekeeping pro-
cess. Hegemonic elites may exert power over the journalism field in ways that are not completely
apparent to those with little power. Thirdly, theorizing requires a consistent set of propositions
(Shoemaker, Tankard, & Lasorsa, 2004). But without articulating the nature of the force at the
gate, we may hold contradictory assumptions, for example, about the nature of human rational-
ity. Or we may rely on functionalist assumptions that do not hold up to empirical scrutiny. Gans,
for example, acknowledged the empirical limitations of functional analysis, calling even his own
observations “speculative” (1980, p. 291).

Although little has been done in the way of systematically examining the nature of the
“forces” at the gate, it would appear that they vary depending on the level of analysis. At the
individual level for example, research has shown that not all decision making is driven by con-
scious reflection—it can just as easily result from subconscious factors, such as an availability
or representativeness heuristic (Nisbett & Ross, 1980). At the social system level, meanwhile,
social institutions create “constraints and opportunities to which media organizations and actors
respond” (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 296). These constraints and opportunities emerge based on
the contemporaneous development of economic, political, and media institutions. News content
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is similar in a social system because actors respond rationally to the same constraints and op-
portunities. To the extent that the institutional environment may produce more than one rational
path, we might expect variation even among rational actors.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

Today, we understand gatekeeping to be a complex theory, and one that can be tested using a
variety of methodological and statistical procedures. Many research methods have been used in
gatekeeping studies: case studies (e.g., White, 1950), participant observation (e.g., Gans, 1979),
content analysis (e.g., Singer, 2001), surveys (e.g., Berkowitz, 1993), and experiments (e.g., Ma-
chill, Neuberger, Schweiger, & Wirth, 2004). Some studies use more than one method (e.g.,
Machill et al., 2006). Each method tackles a different aspect of gatekeeping.

Analysis: Levels Versus Units

Specifying the level of analysis and the unit of analysis are the most important decisions made in
designing a gatekeeping study. A study’s variables are characteristics of the unit of analysis. It is
the thing being measured. In a data file, each case represents one unit of analysis, for example,
Web pages, magazine stories, television news shows, the front pages of several newspapers, re-
porters, editors or producers, and company codes of ethics. The level of analysis of a study is
more theoretical: What is the theory about? What is hypothesized about? What is the degree of
aggregation of certain phenomena? Levels of analysis divide the world into parts for theorizing,
from micro (e.g., individuals) to macro (e.g., social systems).

These aspects of the study cause more confusion than any other, partially because people
sometimes use the terms synonymously. This is the result of the fact that most quantitative com-
munication research uses survey and experimental methods—the level of analysis is generally
the individual, as is the unit of analysis. We gather data about individual people in order to test
theories about them. Gatekeeping studies, however, often use content analysis methodology, and
the unit of analysis often differs from the level of analysis. Shoemaker and Reese (1996) propose
that five levels of analysis are appropriate to the study of communication content: the individual,
media routines, organization, extramedia, and ideological levels. More than one unit of analysis
can be studied on each level of analysis. Often, explanation is offered at one level by reference
to data gathered at a different level. This may lead to the “ecological fallacy” when, for example,
conclusions are drawn about news professionals based on the organization to which they be-
long.

In individual-level studies, micro units are studied, but these are not limited to individual
people. For example, other individual-level units of analysis could include news stories, televi-
sion news shows, blogs, or photographs, as well as reporters, producers or even audience mem-
bers. Whether the newspaper or the day (date on which the newspaper is published) is the unit
of analysis is an important decision. If the newspaper is the unit of analysis (in a study of major
newspapers around the world), then we are working at the organizational level of analysis. On the
individual level of analysis, variables are characteristics of individual people.

Studies that look at routine practices of communication work have units of analysis that are
the routines with which work is accomplished. For example, a scholar interested in looking at the
effects of ethics on gatekeeping decisions could study individuals, or television organizations’
codes of ethics. The code of ethics becomes the unit of analysis, with variation found across news
organizations. It is possible that journalists may be subject to more than one code of ethics, such
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as from a professional organization and the government. In this case, each code of ethics would
be a separate case in the data file, not each newspaper. Variables are characteristics of each code
of ethics, such as topics covered, date revised or degree of specificity.

Many gatekeeping studies use the organizational level of analysis, in which newspaper chains
or separate newspapers, blogs, television networks or stations become the unit of analysis, and all
variables are characteristics of them. Variables might include hits per day, number of responses,
topics of blog entries, and so on. If radio stations are the units of analysis, then the variables
would be characteristics of each station, such as profitability, signal coverage, or percentage of
the coverage area that is of Asian ethnic origins.

The social institution level of analysis includes units of analysis such as governments, inter-
est groups, or religious organizations. These are also organizations, but, unlike the organizational
level of analysis, looking at non-media social institutions allows us to assess their separate influ-
ence on the gatekeeping process. Variables are characteristics of these units, such as the number
of public relations people employed, the budget for outside public relations services, or the total
expenditures on public relations efforts last year.

Finally at the macro level, we look at variables that are characteristics of social systems. The
social system is the base on which all other levels rest. Social system units of analysis include cit-
ies, countries, continents, and political alliances. Variables describe the units being studied, such
as the political system, amount of imports, exports, population size, or number of ethnic groups.

Crossing Levels of Analysis

Many aspects of the gatekeeping process range across levels of analysis, and this complexity may
have encouraged communication scholars to adopt the case study as the first method of choice.
Case studies allow the scholar to collect many types of information that is analyzed inductively,
with the data being used by the scholar to build theory. Although the studies of Mr. and Ms.
Gates (Bleske, 1991) concentrated on the decisions made by individuals, it was clear from the
beginning that these editors did not select news items totally according to personal whims, but
also were following the standards of news ethics as interpreted by the profession generally and
by their employers (organizational level) specifically.

Thus, the gatekeeper’s personal likes and dislikes are variables on the individual level of
analysis, and the question becomes: What characteristics of individual people can explain likes
and dislikes? Deadlines and a predilection against the repetition of information about the same
topic fall on the level of analysis covering routine practices of communication workers. News
values that are common across news organizations are also among routine practices, but it is also
possible that the organizations or managers promote their own preferences to include or exclude
stories about topics of interest to them. When such preferences become organizational policy,
written or unwritten, then the organizational level of analysis is also being studied.

Items are also influenced by social institutions and by the social system. Although media or-
ganizations are themselves social institutions, studying them apart from other institutions allows
us to look both at variations between media organizations and at the relationships between media
companies and other social institutions. Government, interest groups, advertisers, and religious
groups are a few institutions that interact with the mass media.

When gatekeeping studies theorize about units on different levels of analysis, confusion is
certain and incorrect conclusions probable. Scholars often avoid theorizing about one level of
analysis and collecting data about units of analysis from another level, but it can be done. For
example, Shoemaker, Eichholz, Kim, and Wrigley (2001) investigated the relative influences of
variables from the individual and routine practice levels of analysis on the content of newspaper
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stories about 50 Congressional bills. The scholars conducted two surveys and a content analysis.
The first survey went to the newspaper reporters who wrote articles about the 50 bills and the
other to their editors. Reporters were asked only about their personal characteristics, including
gender and political ideology. Editors were only asked to rate each of the 50 bills’ newsworthi-
ness.

Because the data were collected from three different units of analysis, creating the final data
file (with each case a newspaper article) required merging data from the two surveys with data
about the newspaper articles. Such complexity is common in gatekeeping studies. The editors’
ratings of the newsworthiness of each bill were averaged and assigned to each story about the bill
in the final data file, as were the characteristics of the reporter for each story. Statistical analysis
revealed that the routine “news values” was a better predictor of how prominently the bills were
covered than the characteristics of the people who wrote them.

Newer statistical procedures, such as hierarchical linear modeling, allow the scholar to as-
sess quantitative data from more than one level of analysis. The major advantage of this is the
extra precision gained by using data on lower levels as they were gathered instead of averaging or
otherwise combining them in the data set to form aggregation at a higher level of analysis.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Media environments are always changing and the body of knowledge about the gatekeeping pro-
cess must stay current. Bourdieu argues that the journalistic field is “constantly being modified”
(Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 3). Gans reminds us that ideology “changes somewhat over time”
(1980, p. 68). A promising new line of research has explored the dynamics of gatekeeping in the
new media environment, but other new lines of research also need to be explored.

Gatekeeping research has been slow to explore differences and similarities in gatekeeping
across social-systems. According to Schudson, understanding journalism in the context of the
social system ‘“should be not the closing line of a sermon but the opening of an inquiry into
how different political cultures and institutions shape and structure different news cultures and
institutions” (2003, p. 166). Benson and Neveu make the same point: “Certain types of varia-
tion—especially at the broad system level—only become visible via cross-national research”
(2005, p. 87). And while we need to look for differences across systems, we also need to explore
similarities. Shoemaker and Cohen (2006) have examined similarities in how news is defined in
ten different countries—similarities explained in part by human evolutionary biology (see also
Shoemaker, 1996).

Similarities can also come from the forces of globalization. Gatekeeping research must in-
creasingly accommodate the realities of globally interconnected news work, coordinated across
organizational boundaries. The “global newsroom” metaphor helps describe how this coordina-
tion occurs across national boundaries, particularly among cooperating broadcast organizations.
In the largest such exchange, for example, Geneva-based Eurovision, decision making is not
concentrated by virtue of common ownership but rather shared among “distributed” gatekeepers
in a way that leads to consensus over a commonly available pan-national agenda of television
stories. Cohen, Levy, Roeh, and Gurevitch (1996) examined this coordination of the supply and
demand for news in the form of requests and offers from member news organizations. Story
lineups, largely event-driven, were marked by consensus on top stories, and diversity among the
others. The authors found in this “newsroom” a dynamic culture showing attempts to achieve
consensus on appropriate news, while calling into question the particularistic news judgments of
individual national news services. National news professionals offered and requested stories that
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they were socialized into perceiving as having universal interest, because they had to be agreed
to by a group judgment (Reese, 2008).

Future research must better understand the institution of journalism as a historical creation,
not just an economic, rational institution. Much research, even when it is critical of such efforts,
focuses on how news organizations respond to the market imperatives (e.g., McChesney, 2004).
For example, in Turow’s (1992) consideration of news media he highlights their utility maximiz-
ing behaviors. Media develop coping routines such as track record talent, entertaining news story
forms, and market research as a rational means to achieve predetermined goals. For example,
“news executives act to cultivate audience belief in the journalistic integrity of their products
while pursuing a strategy of linking news and entertainment organizations for the parent firm’s
profit” (Turow, 1992, p. 173). Media organizations no doubt seek to maximize efficiency and
profitability—that is not in dispute. However, we must be careful if we assume that this explains
all journalism routines and all organization practices.

The theories of new institutionalism (see for example, Hall & Taylor, 1996; Pierson, 2004)
require us to consider that institutional behavior emerges from a historical context that may not
maximize utility and may in fact emerge as an unintended consequence. Bourdieu argues that the
gatekeepers in a particular institution are constrained by “the possibilities bequeathed by previ-
ous struggles, a space which tends to give direction to the search for solutions and, consequently,
influences the present and future of production” (quoted in Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 95).

Although new institutionalism may point to new areas of empirical investigation, its worth is
ultimately in helping us theorize about the interconnectedness of the journalistic field. A possible
example is the way in which the journalistic role conception of the disseminator, which remains
the soul of US journalism practice even as some have pushed alternatives (Weaver et al., 2007),
not only serves the interests of organizations (Berkowitz, 1987; Sigal, 1973), but also the interests
of powerful elites (Bagdikian, 2004). The explanation does not start with powerful elites—they
do not simply dictate news coverage. The disseminator role is a historical creation (Schudson,
1978) that audiences have come to expect and that expectation is a powerful path dependent force
that limits what journalistic organizations can do. No one factor explains the outcome—the jour-
nalistic field is an interaction of factors that emerge in concrete temporal settings.

Other areas for future research could be pursued—some theoretical (the possibilities of Gid-
dens’ (1979) structuration theory for theorizing about the role of gatekeepers), some method-
ological (the need for more studies that connect gatekeeping with content analysis), and some
empirical (the value of looking more for interaction effects among factors). Gatekeeping theory,
even though it has one of the longest histories in mass communication research, continues to hold
much potential for a substantive research program.

NOTE

1. Psychologist Kurt Lewin coined the word gatekeeping in the 1940s, and his theory was adapted by
David Manning White for his 1950 study of news transmission. Their contemporaries were Harold
Lasswell, Paul Lazarsfeld and Karl Hovland, all bringing other theories from the social sciences to
create the new discipline of mass communication research.
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Objectivity, Professionalism, and Truth
Seeking in Journalism

Michael Schudson and Chris Anderson

The field of journalism studies and the subfield of sociology that examines professionalization
and professional systems—the sociology of the professions—have coexisted in a state of mutual
indifference for decades. Few of the classic professional studies in the sociology of professions
hazard even a guess as to journalism’s professional status, preferring for the most part to focus
on the traditional professions of medicine and law (see, for example, Bledstein, 1976; Dingwall
& Lewis, 1983; Freidson, 1970; Haskell, 1984); most studies of journalistic professionalism, on
the other hand, forego engagement with the bulk of the sociological literature on professional
occupations and systems. (For a rare exception, see Tumber & Prentoulis, 2005.) At a time when
many of the most important scholarly questions about journalism revolve around issues of the
occupation’s power, authority, and professional status, there is much to be gained, it would seem,
from revisiting questions of journalism and professionalization from an explicitly sociological
angle—articulating a deeper understanding of journalism’s troubled professional project, the re-
lationship between the objectivity norm and that project, and the manner in which journalists
attempt to forge a journalistic jurisdiction out of the link between their everyday work and their
heavily qualified claim to possess a form of professionalized knowledge.

To draw these journalistic and sociological perspectives on professionalization into dialog,
we begin this chapter with an overview of Weberian studies of the professions, carried out in the
late 1970s and 1980s, including a discussion of Abbott’s (1988) influential analysis of “profes-
sional jurisdiction.” We then examine the two major strands of scholarship that have emerged
within the field of journalism studies. The first strand, emerging from journalism itself (for ex-
ample, Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2007), tends not to worry about whether
journalism produces authoritative knowledge or possesses professional traits; for researchers in
this line of work, the importance of journalism is self-evident and not dependent on its status in
a hierarchy of occupations. The emphasis in this line of work is to measure the degree to which
journalism has achieved professional status, often through occupational or educational surveys.
A second strand of work comes from the sociology of news organizations (Fishman, 1980; Gans,
2004; Schudson, 1978; Tuchman, 1978) and media studies (Zelizer, 1992) and focuses on the
character of journalistic knowledge or claims to knowledge and thus on the standing of journal-
ism’s “cultural authority” in Paul Starr’s (1984) terms. While the first strand suffers from its
(probably unconscious) adoption of the “trait perspective” on the professions, the second strand
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confuses journalistic objectivity with journalistic professionalism per se. As Hallin and Man-
cini’s (2004) recent work demonstrates, objectivity is not the definitive professional norm in
many non-American media systems where professionalism, nonetheless, exists.

In our conclusion, we advance the argument that a productive mode of analysis of journal-
istic objectivity, professionalism, and truth seeking would continue to build on the best work of
the two strands noted above while adopting a modified version of Abbott’s (1988) framework.
For Abbott, the study of the professions begins with the study of professional work, and “the
central phenomenon of professional life is thus the link between a profession and its work™ that
Abbott calls “jurisdiction.” Jurisdiction refers to the day-to-day manner in which a profession
both concretizes and displays its base of “abstract knowledge” or, in the peculiar case of journal-
ism, knowledge real and expert but by no means abstract. We seek to integrate Abbott’s analysis
with the two streams of research mentioned above, apply it to current controversies surrounding
journalistic professionalism, and outline an agenda for future research.

FROM OCCUPATIONAL TRAITS TO OCCUPATIONAL STRUGGLE

The most productive era within the subfield of sociology dedicated to professionalization re-
search begins with the widespread abandonment of the “trait approach” of occupational analysis,
an approach that dominated the field for decades and whose more extreme normative tendencies
defined a profession as a model of occupational autonomy and self-regulation worthy of imita-
tion (Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1993; Tawney, 1920). Key to the trait approach was an attempt
to isolate certain professional characteristics and then to determine the degree to which vari-
ous occupational categories fulfilled them. No single overview stands out as authoritative, but
lists generally include the following features: work based on scientific or systematic knowledge,
formal education, self-governing associations, codes of ethics, a relationship of trust between
professional and client (as opposed to a strictly market-based relationship), licensing or other
barriers to entry to the field, and widely recognized social status or social esteem. In the 1960s
and 1970s, taking their cue from Everett C. Hughes and inspired by Max Weber’s work on status
and authority, sociologists abandoned the trait approach, passing “from the false question ‘Is this
occupation a profession’ to the more fundamental one “What are the circumstances in which peo-
ple in an occupation attempt to turn it into a profession and themselves into professional people’”
(Hughes, 1963, p. 655). In the forty years since Hughes’ challenge, the study of the profession as
an idealized structural-functionalist category has been replaced in much of sociology by the more
Weberian study of professionalization and the “professional project.”

One of the first explicitly Weberian professionalization theorists, Magali Sarfatti Larson ar-
gues in her analysis of the “professional project” that “ideal typical constructions do not tell
us what a profession is, only what it pretends to be.” We should ask instead, she argued, “what
professions actually do in everyday life to negotiate or maintain their special position.” (1977, p.
xii). In MacDonald’s (1995, p. 7) formulation, the word “‘profession’ is a lay or folk term, and
[...] assessing whether an occupation is or is not a profession, is a semi-profession, or is more or
less professional than other occupations is what the ‘folk’ do. It is not the task of sociology to do
it for them scientifically.” As Freidson (1983, p. 27), finally, summarizes the point:

If “profession” may be defined as a folk concept then the research strategy appropriate to it is phe-
nomenological in character. One does not attempt to determine what a profession is in an absolute
sense so much as to how people in society determine who is professional and who is not, how they
“make” or accomplish professions by their activities.
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Initially advanced by Sarfatti Larson (1977), the theory of the professional project has re-
mained at the center of much of the most important work in the sociology of the professions for
the past several decades. The concept represents a fusion of Freidson’s early, groundbreaking
work on the medical field with Weber’s classic analysis of the attempts of occupational groups to
link economic class and social status. For Sarfatti Larson, professions are neither naturally exist-
ing occupational categories nor the bearers of socially functional “traits”; rather, they are collec-
tive social actors who “attempt to translate one order of scarce resources—special knowledge
and skills—into another—social and economic rewards.” This effort is what Sarfatti Larson calls
“the professional project” and which she describes as a collective intention with coherence and
consistence even though the “goals and strategies pursued by a given group are not entirely clear
or deliberate for all the members” (p. xiii).

Framed in this manner, certain aspects of the professional project assumed key roles in the
Weberian analysis of professional struggle that prevailed in the late 1970s. These aspects includ-
ed: a profession’s attempt to create organizational monopoly on a socially useful body of abstract
knowledge; the need for a market in which to transact the exchange of the technical utilization
of that knowledge; the relationship between a profession’s monopolization of knowledge and its
members’ social status; the mutual interdependency of the profession’s drive for social mobility
and market control; attempts to convert economic power to social status (and vice versa); the
ultimate dependence of this knowledge monopoly on the sanction of the state; and, finally, the
need for a profession to “produce its producers” via schooling, credentialism, codes of ethics, etc.
(Collins, 1979). Indeed, much sociological writing about professions was related to and inspired
by sociological studies of education and higher education as a system for the orderly reproduc-
tion of a class system and the legitimation of class inequality. Neo-Marxist studies emphasized
the place of education not in training individuals to acquire technical knowledge or skills fit for
the modern economy but to acquire cultural capital to justify their high standing in the social
order (Bourdieu, 1984; Collins, 1979; Ehrenreich & Ehrenreich, 1979; Karabel & Halsey, 1977).
Early criticism of the ideal of objectivity in US journalism drew on this work or shared in the
same intellectual mood skeptical of the authority of professions and inclined to see claims to
neutrality, detachment, or dispassion as a veil for power. (Debates over objectivity in US journal-
ism arising in the Vietnam war years are summarized in Schudson, 1978; a spirited defense of
objectivity as a journalistic ideal is Lichtenberg, 1989.)

From this disciplinary reorientation, it follows that any investigation into issues of profes-
sionalism, objectivity, and truth seeking in journalism specifically should move from the question
of whether journalism is or is not a profession to the more interesting analysis of the circumstanc-
es in which journalists attempt to turn themselves into professional people. Rather than outlining
the traits that best characterize professionals, and then assessing the degree to which journalists
attain them, we can analyze the social process through which journalists struggle to claim profes-
sional status. This research agenda places the study of journalism within the sociological study of
the professions, and can cast new light on many of the classic institutional histories of journalism,
including those that ignore or discount a sociological lens.

PROFESSIONAL RESEARCH AND JOURNALISM

How has this disciplinary transition from “traits” to “struggle” played out within the field of jour-
nalism studies? It would be an exaggeration to say that developments in sociology proper have
had no effect on studies of journalistic professionalism. Arguably, however, the relationship has
been indirect. Much of this can perhaps be attributed to the general decoupling, over the past two
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and a half decades, of sociology and media research tout court; on the side of journalism studies,
as Zelizer (2004, p. 80) notes, “despite the auspicious beginnings of sociological inquiry into
journalism, much contemporary work on journalism no longer comes from sociology per se.” Or
as Klinenberg (2005, p. 28) argues from the perspective of a sociologist:

A paradox of contemporary sociology is that the discipline has largely abandoned the empirical
study of journalistic organizations and news institutions at the moment when the media has gained
visibility in political, economic, and cultural spheres, [and] when other academic fields have em-
braced the study of media and society.

The paradox is at least partially explained by the migration of sociologists to the burgeoning
communications and media departments. Sociologists including Rodney Benson, Todd Gitlin,
Michael Schudson, and Silvio Waisbord have primary or exclusive appointments in communica-
tion rather than sociology departments. The work of these scholars has found an audience in com-
munication and media studies more than in sociology. Some sociologists, to be sure—the work
of Steven Clayman and his colleagues stands out—still speak primarily to an audience inside
sociology, even if it is in the subfield of sociolinguistics and conversational analysis.

In the absence of work that explicitly links the sociology of the professions to journalism,
two strands of analysis have emerged within journalism studies. The first, encompassing what
might be termed institutional research, usually seeks quantitative data on journalists’ employ-
ment, education levels, adherence to ethical codes, etc. Such research has most often been initi-
ated by the news industry itself, or by academics with close ties to professional journalism. In
the United States, the Annual Survey of Journalism and Mass Communication Graduates has
provided regularly updated statistics on the employment prospects of recent journalism school
graduates. In other countries, as well as in the United States, additional surveys and employ-
ment analyses have been conducted to “measure” the degree to which professionalization has
occurred within journalism, at least along the axis of higher education credentialing. The data
presents something of a mixed picture. In the United States, for the twenty years from 1982 to
2002, the number of journalism and mass communication bachelor’s-degree graduates who went
into degree-related jobs declined from one-half to one-quarter (Weaver et al., 2007, p. 37). At the
same time American newspaper editors mouth verbal support to the importance of a journalism
or communications degree, even though a substantial minority (32 percent) from the 1995 survey
contends that the degree of an entry-level hire is irrelevant. While the value of a “journalism
degree” may be open to question, the importance of higher education is not; over 90 percent of
journalists hold a degree (Weaver et al., 2007, p. 37). The situation is similar in other countries
with established media systems: a greater hiring emphasis is placed on higher education in gen-
eral than on the possession of specific “communication” degrees.

For journalism, it is tempting to turn to talk of a “quasi,” “pseudo,” or “failed” profession
and to echo Weaver and Wilhoit’s (1986, p. 145) contention that journalism “is of a profession
but not in one.” Indeed, many of the investigations of journalistic professionalism have halted at
this point. Basic institutional research echoes (probably unconsciously) the older body of “trait
theory” and stops the investigation before it truly begins. This first strand of journalism studies,
in short, largely avoids the deeper questions surrounding journalism’s unsettled occupational sta-
tus. Rather than placing journalism somewhere on the professional spectrum between plumbers
and neurosurgeons, it would be far more productive to inquire why and how the occupations of
reporting and news editing achieved the professional status they did and how journalism may be
attempting (or not, as the case may be) to raise that status. This removes us by one step from the
rather arid analysis of employment data and forces us to consider the history, theory, and practice
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of journalism. Such questions have been dealt with most explicitly by authors working within the
second strand of journalism studies, a strand that we might label cultural histories of professional
objectivity.

CULTURAL THEORIES OF PROFESSIONALISM AND OBJECTIVITY

Schudson (1978, p. 151), in Discovering the News, identifies Walter Lippmann as “the most wise
and forceful spokesman for the ideal of objectivity.” Journalists, according to Lippmann, should
“develop a sense of evidence and forthrightly acknowledge the limits of available information; ...
dissect slogans and abstractions, and refuse to withhold the news or put moral uplift or any cause
ahead of veracity.” In short, Lippmann urged reporters to fuse their professionalism with claims
to objectivity. The link between professionalism, objectivity, and truth seeking would come to
be accepted, not only by journalists themselves in the form of an occupational ideology but by
media researchers and journalism scholars as a related series of problems susceptible to histori-
cal and sociological investigation. Understanding the emergence of objectivity would, in short,
provide the key to understanding the emergence of professionalism.

Kaplan (2002) has provided one of the most recent overviews of the social histories of the
American press. Following and expanding on his lead, we can speak here of at least five orienta-
tions to this history. First, progressive historiography, which closely tracked the development of
journalism’s own occupational ideology, has depicted journalism as moving inevitably toward
social differentiation, occupational autonomy, and professional freedom. By this account, ob-
jectivity serves as a normative endpoint, one enabled by modernization and the growing social
differentiation among politics, business, and journalism; it is seen not as a tool, or a claim, but as
a goal, a “best practice” made possible by historical progress. A second, related understanding of
the relationship between objectivity and professionalism, though one not discussed by Kaplan,
is the “technological” explanation for the emergence of objective journalism. This explanation,
which most recent historical scholarship dismisses (though one can see glimpses of its return,
in an inverted form, in some of the more utopian writings on the Internet), sees objectivity as a
literary form fostered by technological developments.

A third strand of scholarship points to economic developments that fuel commercialism
(and by implication, a misleading, ideological claim to impartiality called “objectivity”). Ka-
plan singles out Baldasty’s The Commercialization of News in the 19th Century as an especially
forceful, carefully documented, and ultimately wrongheaded argument about the relationship
between commercialism and professionalization. “In Baldasty’s theory, news content and indeed
‘journalistic visions’ followed from the [capitalistic] funding mechanism” (Kaplan 2002, p. 8)
and produced a journalism that saw the public as consumers rather than citizens.

A fourth strand of research on the rise of journalistic objectivity in the United States begins
with Schudson’s Discovering the News (1978), which, along with his later work (2001), moved
away from seeing the emergence of objectivity as an “inevitable outcome” of wide-scale social
processes and changes—whether social, economic or technological—and linked the emergence
of journalistic professionalism to questions of group cohesion, professional power, social con-
flict, and the cultural resonance of claims to occupational authority. Schudson’s original move in
Discovering the News was to seek the origins of professional objectivity in the nexus of devel-
opments that built a “democratic market society” rather than in technological developments or
in a “natural” evolutionary progress. Schudson distinguishes journalistic beliefs of the 1890s—
naive empiricism, or a faith in “the facts”—from the more modern, early 20th century view of
objectivity, which takes norms of objective reporting to be a set of defensive strategies rooted in
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the “disappointment of the modern gaze”—the understanding that true objectivity is impossible.
Many authors—primarily historians of journalism—have followed Schudson in discussing the
emergence of a professional class of reporters in the context of the development of professional
objectivity (most notably Banning, 1999; Dicken-Garcia, 1989; Summers, 1994; Tucher, 2004).
For these authors, and many others, objectivity continues to be the sine qua non of journalistic
professionalization: explain the reasons behind the emergence of objectivity as an occupational
practice, fix a date at which it first emerged, and you have gone a long way towards uncovering
the “secret” of professional journalism.

Recent scholarship, however, calls into question the strong linkage this work implies be-
tween objectivity and professionalism. At the very least, objectivity cannot be seen as the only
occupational norm to both emerge from and buttress the professional project, and in some cases,
it may not even be the most important norm. Chalaby (1998) has called journalism as a “fact-
based discursive practice” rather than a literary, philosophical, or political commentary on cur-
rent affairs, an “Anglo-American invention.” Ramaprasad’s extensive surveys of non-Western
journalism do not even include adherence to “objectivity” as a major characteristic of newswork
in Egypt (Ramaprasad & Hamdy, 2006), Tanzania (Ramaprasad, 2001), or Nepal (Ramaprasad
& Kelly, 2003), and the new notion of “contextual objectivity”” has emerged to explain the edito-
rial policies of non-Western cable news channels like al-Jazeera (Berenger, 2005). Donsbach and
Patterson (2004) have argued that a commitment to objectivity still distinguishes American from
European newsrooms. Their extensive survey of German, Italian, Swedish, British, and American
journalists, both print and broadcast, finds that US journalists almost uniformly report that their
political views have no relationship to the views of their employers. Italian and German journal-
ists at national newspapers say that their political views are close to their papers’ editorial posi-
tion. Schudson also now argues that the journalism he took to be “modern” is more appropriately
judged “American,” and some of its distinctive features have more to do with American cultural
presuppositions than a universal modernism. This is notably the case with the American inven-
tion of interviewing as a standard journalistic tool, one judged by many European observers at
the time (the late 19th century) as a particularly rude and presumptuous way of doing business
(Schudson, 1995, 2005).

It is Hallin and Mancini, however, who make the strongest case for severing the link between
objectivity and professional standing in the world of journalism. For them, professionalism is de-
fined less in terms of educational barriers to entry, a lack of state regulation, or the ideal of “objec-
tivity”’; rather, it is viewed primarily in terms of “greater control over [one’s] own work process”
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 34), the presence of distinct professional norms (p. 35), and a public
service orientation (p. 36). Different media systems vary in their levels of professionalization,
they argue. The Mediterranean model of journalism maintains a fairly weak level of profession-
alization; the North Atlantic model (America and Britain) and North/Central European model
(Germany, Scandinavia) are both highly professionalized. However, being a “professional” in
the democratic corporatist countries does not necessarily mean being committed to objectivity or
being free from political party ties. Rather, journalists in democratic corporatist states (generally
speaking, northern European countries) judge journalistic autonomy to be compatible with active
and intentional intervention in the political world. In these terms, journalists in Germany are as
“professional” as those in the United States. The social bases of their professionalism, however,
and the specific content of their values are different.

In a later argument that amounts to an elaboration and generalization of his thesis in Dis-
covering the News, Schudson (2001) has contended that the “objectivity norm” in American
journalism ultimately provides some sort of benefit to the group that articulates it, either by
stimulating social cohesion (in a Durkheimian sense) or social control (in a Weberian one).
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Ethics and norms exist for ritualistic reasons, helping to provide internal solidarity and cohe-
sion to a particular group; they also can also represent a way of defining a group in relation to
other groups. Weberian explanations for the emergence of occupational norms, on the other
hand, imply that they provide a measure of hierarchical control over social groups. The needs of
superiors (editors) to control their subordinates (reporters) within large organizations mandates
the adoption of a kind of “overt ethical reinforcement™ that helps steer individuals in a rational,
predictable manner.

Schudson’s essay focuses on the social functions of the objectivity norm in American jour-
nalism, but it acknowledges that “a variety of moral norms could achieve the ends of providing
public support and insulation from criticism” (p. 165). Journalists in Germany or China might
work with norms other than objectivity, Schudson notes, and indeed they do. If, as Hallin and
Mancini argue, professionalism implies the existence of an occupational autonomy undergirded
by distinct professional norms, professional journalism might have different bases cross-cultur-
ally, historically, and even in the future. The end of objectivity, even if it arrives, may not signal
the end of professional journalism.

Kaplan (2002), fifth and finally, argues for the contingency of the development of objectiv-
ity as the American professional norm and for seeing it as a product of the distinctive shape of
the US “public sphere.” Previous theories of the rise of objectivity in American journalism are
insufficient, Kaplan argues, because they ignore the role played by political contention in Ameri-
can history. These theories often assume, incorrectly, that a social consensus around notions of
political liberalism and economic capitalism has been the driving force in press history. Kaplan’s
own empirical contribution is to show for Detroit newspapers (1880-1910) that Progressive Era
politics, including the weakening of the authority of political parties through primary elections
and other reforms, and the specific political consequences of the election of 1896, helped propel
among publishers, editors, and reporters a vision of “public service” via impartial and indepen-
dent reporting.

We have seen, in these various cultural histories of journalistic objectivity in the United
States, a productive focus on the manner in which journalists “turn themselves into a profession
and themselves into professional people” (Hughes 1963, p. 655). Informed by comparative stud-
ies of journalism, the best of these studies recognize that a variety of professional norms might
provide public support and critical insulation for professional projects in journalism in other
countries, while the most recent historical surveys have usefully re-interrogated the relationship
between professional norms, journalistic style, and the authority conferred by the public sphere.
Scholars of journalistic professionalism are at least indirectly rediscovering a key insight articu-
lated by Hughes and advanced initially by the Weberian professionalization theorists—that jour-
nalism’s authority, status, occupational norms, and claims to expertise can be analyzed as facets
of a professional project, of an inter- and intra-group struggle.

A large question remains: what exactly is the nature of this struggle? What, exactly, is the
object over which this struggle is waged? And further: what are the dynamics of conflict and
cooperation through which this struggle unfolds? In sketching out the answers to these questions
we argue, first, that professional expertise (or rather, an odd form of specifically journalistic
expertise) and the linking of this expertise to work serves as a lever by which occupational juris-
dictions are created and seized by contending occupational groups. Second, we contend that the
dynamics of this struggle are marked out by an odd fusion of overlapping networks and sharply
defined boundary lines, and that a primary tactic in the struggle to define “who is a journalist”
is to simultaneously sharpen and blur the lines between professional “insiders” and paraprofes-
sional “outsiders.”



7. OBJECTIVITY, PROFESSIONALISM, AND TRUTH SEEKING IN JOURNALISM 95

JURISDICTION, NETWORKS, EXPERTISE, AND AUTHORITY

Following the lead of the professionalization theorists, then, over what social markers would we
expect to see occupations struggle as they advance their “professional project”? For Sarfatti Lar-
son, groups seeking professional status must organize themselves to attain market power—they
must fight to first constitute and then control the market for their services. They must, as market-
ers of human services, “produce their producers” through training and education; they must at-
tain state sanction for their occupational monopoly; they must ratify this monopoly through “the
license, the qualifying examination, the diploma” (1977, p. 15).

Sociologist Andrew Abbott’s (1988) work in The System of the Professions shares much
with Sarfatti Larson’s, but is a substantial refinement. In addition to criticizing Larson for her
overemphasis on economic power as the ultimate basis of journalistic authority (rather than see-
ing professional power as emerging from mixture of economic control, political power, social
status, and cultural authority), Abbott’s most important advance over the 1970s’ work is to argue
that study of the professions must begin with a focus on professional work rather than the oc-
cupational group and the structural markers of professionalism as a distinct object of analysis.
The key aspect of professional struggle, argues Abbott, is the struggle over jurisdiction, or the
struggle over the link between knowledge and work. Abbott views the professional field as a
terrain of competition, though in this instance as a competition over jurisdiction rather than the
structural emblems of professionalism. As it claims jurisdiction, a profession asks society to
recognize its cognitive structure (and thus the authority conferred by that recognition) through
exclusive rights. “Jurisdiction has not only a culture, but also a social structure,” Abbott argues (p.
59), a structure emerging out of this societal recognition. Doctors and lawyers, for instance, not
only claim jurisdiction over specific areas of work but gain enforceable legal and political rights
through state intervention. Even journalists, who lack many of the structural advantages granted
to other professional groups, have achieved some level of juridical recognition via shield laws,
for example, and privileged access to political leaders.

For Abbott, establishing professional jurisdiction requires more than simply labor; instead,
the jurisdictional process refers to the day-to-day manner in which a profession both concretizes
and displays its base of “abstract knowledge.” According to Abbott, what differentiates profes-
sional knowledge from mere occupational knowledge in general is “a knowledge system gov-
erned by abstractions, a knowledge system that can redefine its problems and tasks, defend them
from interlopers, and seize new problems” (p. 93). At the same time, this knowledge must be
displayed via work. Or as Fournier (1999, p. 74) describes the link between knowledge and work
in Abbott’s theoretical scheme:

Abbott uses [the] notion of cultural work to refer to the strategies that the professions deploy to
manipulate their systems of [abstract] knowledge in such a way that they can appropriate various
problems falling under their jurisdiction [...] Abbott’s suggestion that professions engage in cul-
tural work to establish their exclusive claim of competence over a particular “chunk of the world”
emphasizes the active work that professionals have to put in to maintain the boundaries defining
their jurisdiction.

By shifting his focus from “the structure(s) of professionalization” to an analysis of jurisdic-
tional disputes concerning the relationship between abstract knowledge and work, Abbott allows
us to expand our discussion of knowledge-based occupations outside the “traditional” profes-
sions, and also helps us to conceive of a new way in which occupational groups struggle over
social and cultural status.
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Conveniently for us, Abbott devotes substantial space to a discussion of journalists. In Ab-
bott’s account, journalism, at least in the United States, has claimed jurisdiction over the col-
lection and distribution of qualitative, current information about general events. Journalism in
general, and US journalism in particular, also displays an internal differentiation in which jour-
nalists who cover politics or other topics that bear on political democracy have the highest profes-
sional standing and an especially marked cultural authority. This close link to democratic politics
gives journalism its closest relationship to recognition by the state, but a paradoxical recognition
in that the First Amendment prohibits state regulation rather than requiring it (as in the case of
state-regulated licensing of lawyers and doctors and a number of other professional occupations).
US journalism’s claim to objectivity—i.e., the particular method by which this information is
collected, processed, and presented—agives it its unique jurisdictional focus by claiming to pos-
sess a certain form of expertise or intellectual discipline. Establishing jurisdiction over the ability
to objectively parse reality is a claim to a special kind of authority.

In sum, journalistic objectivity operates as both an occupational norm and as object of
struggle within the larger struggle over professional jurisdiction. “Expert” professionals—in this
case, journalists—seek, via occupational struggle, to monopolize a form of journalistic exper-
tise, which itself is discursively constructed out of various journalistic practices and narratives,
including the claim to professional objectivity.

And yet, this very notion of journalistic expertise makes journalism an unusually fascinating
case within the sociological analysis of the professions. The very notion of journalistic expertise
is doubly problematic. Professions, argues Abbott, are “somewhat exclusive groups of individu-
als applying somewhat abstract knowledge to particular cases” (Abbott, 1988, p. 8). Yet most
segments of the journalism profession are not exclusive (and with the arrival of on-line journal-
ism becoming progressively less so); nor is journalistic knowledge abstract. Journalism seems to
simultaneously make a grandiose knowledge claim (that it possesses the ability to isolate, trans-
mit, and interpret the most publicly relevant aspects of social reality) and an incredibly modest
one (that really, most journalists are not experts at all but are simply question-asking generalists).
Abbott’s framework, with its focus on knowledge and jurisdiction, helps us see immediately what
makes journalism a sociologically anomalous profession.

If professional struggles are, in part, struggles over a definition of and jurisdiction over
particular forms of expertise, what, exactly, is the nature of this struggle? Several answers com-
mon to both the sociological and journalism studies literature suggest themselves, each of which
place an emphasis on the drawing of boundary lines and the creation of insiders and outsiders. In
an important 1983 essay, Thomas Gieryn (1983) advanced the concept of “boundary work,” the
process by which divisions between fields of knowledge are delimited, attacked and reinforced.
Specifically addressing the separation of religion from science in 19th century England, Gieryn
argued that the emerging distinctions between “science” and “non-science” were partially con-
structed, and stemmed from the self-interested rhetorical maneuvers of scientists. In effect, the
very act of answering the question “what is science” helped to shape the modern notions of
science, defining it by both what it was and what it was not. For Gieryn, the struggle over the
definition of scientist was a rhetorical struggle over boundaries.

A decade later, Zelizer (1992) echoed Gieryn’s notion of boundary-work in her discussion
of journalism. Specifically rejecting the paradigm of professionalization, Zelizer instead identi-
fies journalists as an “interpretive community” whose authority stems from discursive sources
operating both inside and outside the professional sphere. In her case study of media coverage
of the John F. Kennedy assassination, Zelizer details how one emerging group, TV journalists,
imposed themselves on the profession via both their coverage of Kennedy’s murder and, just as
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importantly, the stories they later told one another about the killing. Zelizer agues that journal-
ists use narrative to strengthen their position as an “authoritative interpretive community,” using
narrative to both consolidate their “truth-telling” position vis-a-vis other interpretive groups and
to maintain internal group coherence (p. 197). As Zelizer emphasizes, the process of journalistic
legitimization is primarily a rhetorical one, carried out through strategies such as synecdoche,
omission, and personalization:

The ability of journalists to establish themselves as authoritative spokespersons for the assassina-
tion story was predicated on their use of narrative in deliberate and strategic ways. Journalists’
claims to legitimacy were no less rhetorically based than their narrative reconstructions of the
activities behind the news [...] While all professional groups are constituted by formalized bodies
of knowledge, much of journalists’ interpretive authority lies not in what they know, but in how
they represent their knowledge. (p. 34, original emphasis)

The claim that journalistic professionalism is established as much by the representation of
knowledge as by the actual possession of knowledge would not, in and of itself, be a controver-
sial theoretical claim; indeed, arguments about the constructed nature of professional expertise
predate the post-structuralist critique and can be found in sociological scholarship as far back as
Elliot Freidson. What is important and original is the emphasis on the rhetorical dimension of
constituting the cultural authority of journalists. Where Zelizer’s Covering the Body falls short is
in its almost exclusive focus on the rhetorical dimension. Eyal’s (2005, p. 16) recent critique of
Gieryn is applicable to Zelizer as well:

The first, and obvious [problem with Gieryn’s notion of boundary work], is the fact that boundary
work is limited to rhetoric. The social mechanisms that limit the number of authoritative speakers,
that assign their statements with differential values, that close off certain topics and devices from
non-expert inspection, that characterize something as “calculable” or “not calculable,” etc., these
mechanisms are far more robust than mere rhetoric. Rhetoric alone would never have been able to
produce the relational reality of science or the economy, or politics, etc.

It is possible that journalists define themselves rhetorically more than do other professions—
their rhetoric is not only about their work, it is their work. And where doctors and lawyers have,
with government assistance, considerable control over the gates of entry to their fields, and hence
have market power, journalists have no such autonomy in their work. They are almost always
hired hands, not independent operators.

Struggle over the journalistic jurisdiction, then, includes, but cannot be limited to, “rhetori-
cal” conflict. Once again, this key line from Abbott: “Jurisdiction has not only a culture, but also
a social structure” (Abbott, 1988, p. 59). Zelizer’s conception of journalistic authority, almost
entirely cultural, is important but incomplete. How else might the struggle over journalistic ex-
pertise be framed, in a way that more productively incorporates the profession’s social structure,
as well as the “external” structures that impact upon the profession itself?

One possibility, gaining a following in recent years, would be to rethink journalism as a
journalistic “field” in the terms of Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu envisions modern society as highly
differentiated, composed of different spheres or “fields,” each relatively autonomous and op-
erating to some degree by a logic of its own. These fields include domains of art, politics, aca-
demia, and, most importantly for our purposes, journalism. Among communications scholars,
Rodney Benson and Eric Neveu (2005) have led the way in applying Bourdieu’s field concepts
to journalism studies. In the same volume, Klinenberg has spoken of alternative youth media
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attempts to “channel into the journalistic field,” and a few other researchers (Atton, 2002; Ben-
son, 2003; Couldry & Curran, 2003) have used field concepts to explore the relationship between
professional and non-professional media systems.

Nevertheless, as Chris Atton (2002) notes, it is difficult to fit alternative media into Bour-
dieu’s conceptual frame since, almost by definition, they claim journalistic status by challenging
mainstream journalism’s norms and practices. The field concept may theorize well about highly
structured and fairly unchanging social-cultural constellations (fields) but is less supple at ex-
plaining the spaces between fields, the competition between fields, and the edges of fields. When
Bourdieu himself wrote about journalism as a field, he expressed alarm that it might subordinate
itself to the political or economic fields. But full autonomy from these other fields is scarcely
conceivable and perhaps not even desirable (Schudson, 2006); the political and the economic
are incorporated inside journalism. If this were not so, the inclination of journalists to solipsism
rather than to engagement with a large democratic public might prove irresistible. The concept of
“field” does not seem to offer leverage for analyzing fringes, spaces, or competition.

Consider the difficulty in conceptualizing blogging in relation to journalism. Boundary lines
between “insider and outsider,” “professional and non-professional,” “journalist and blogger” are
blurred today and growing ever more fuzzy. Instead of a sharply defined boundary line we might
better imagine a thick, poorly defined “border zone” made up of proliferating hybrids, shifting
social and occupational roles, and networks of expertise (Eyal, 2005). Bloggers, once interlopers
whose claim to journalistic jurisdiction mainstream journalist rejected, now receive press creden-
tials. Longtime Philadelphia Inquirer reporter Dan Rubin goes from being a journalist to full-
time (paid) blogger to journalist again. Vast numbers of amateurs with camera phones are spread
across the world, far outnumbering professional news photographers, and so have access to many
events of the moment the professionals do not—a subway commuter, for instance, provided key
photos of the 2005 London subway bombings that news organizations around the world printed.

The boundary-maintaining problem this creates for journalism is apparent when an orga-
nization like World Press Photo, an international organization of professional photojournalists
based in the Netherlands, selected its best photos of the year in 2005—choosing to eliminate
from competition the photos at Abu Ghraib or in the wake of the tsunami because, even though
they appeared in mainstream news publications, they were produced by amateurs (Livingstone,
2007). In an era of cell phone, camera phone, and blog, jurisdictional questions will be legion.
Meanwhile, other developments in portable and efficient information transmission alter the char-
acter of how journalistic claims to authority are articulated. In television, the growing use of live
“two way” interactions between a studio-based news presenter and a field-based reporter lend a
growing air of informality to on-air discourse, a style that affords the reporters in the field leeway
to distance themselves from a commitment to the factuality of their pronouncements, as Mont-
gomery observes. Montgomery (2006), in a study of the BBC, sees an increase in reporters’ use
of terms like “probably” and “perhaps,” “certainly”” and “actually,” and “I think” or “my instinct
is,” introducing a personal rather than institutional voice into the discourse of news. In a sense,
this style of work maintains journalistic authority by removing it from its pedestal.

This does not deny that social actors still find a rheforical value in fixing their own borders.
Journalists, bloggers, citizen journalists, activist reporters all find it useful to define themselves
and others as insider or outsider, as part of “our” or “the other” group. This is where the Bour-
dieuean notion of the field is valuable, perhaps not as a description of actually existing social
reality, but at least as a term that points to the cultural construction of boundaries to which con-
ventional journalists and their various competitors are emotionally invested. With the categories
flexible and challenged, the rhetoric defining insider and outsider in flux, the deployment of the
rhetoric is both strategic and essential to the identity of the various social actors involved.
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CONCLUSION

We have argued, building on earlier work (Schudson, 2001), that objectivity acts as both a soli-
darity enhancing and distinction-creating norm and as a group claim to possess a unique kind of
professional knowledge, articulated via work (Abbott, 1988). This knowledge claim, in the case
of journalism, is an odd one: unlike most scientific or legal claims to possess the occupational
ability to discern the “objective truth” about reality, journalists do not argue that they possess
esoteric or uniquely complex expertise. Rather, journalism makes a claim that has been simulta-
neously grandiose (jurisdiction over the collection and distribution of information about current
events of general interest and importance) and modest (in the US case, gathering information less
on the basis of expertise than of attitude, a capacity to and willingness to subordinate the views
of the journalist to the voices of their sources).

The question of the manner by which objectivity (or other journalistic norms and knowledge
claims) function within a larger occupational, political, and economic social structure is more
complicated and difficult to discern. On the one hand, professional claims obviously serve to
draw boundary lines between those on the “inside” and “outside” of the profession. On the other
hand, several decades of science studies have warned us to be wary of assuming that the rhe-
torical claims made about boundaries, claims often put forth by occupational groups themselves
mirror the actual reality by which professional power, knowledge, and authority operate. In short,
claims to knowledge and professional power are often contradictory and incoherent.

We have not tried to formulate any grand theoretical statement regarding the operation of
professional power, authority, and expertise. For now, the following simple propositions are worth
keeping in mind: any empirical investigation into the status of journalism should be sensitive to
the importance of journalistic expertise (in the form of objectivity claims and in other forms)
along with the contradictory nature of that claim; simultaneously, any analysis of journalism
should keep in mind the complex and, once again, contradictory nature of claims to be “inside”
and “outside” an occupational system of power.
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Reporters and Their Sources

Daniel A. Berkowitz

The study of reporters and their news sources draws its roots from questions about bias, power,
and influence. Couched in an atmosphere of adversarial conditions, a key question in the early
literature concerned whether reporters or sources exert greater influence in shaping the news. One
extension of this question asks how journalists’ use of news sources leads toward a particular
news agenda that either favors or excludes some issues over others. A second extension asks if
source power provides the ability to subsidize the time and effort required for reporting.

In essence, the relationship between reporters and their sources has long been depicted as
a battle for power over public opinion and public consent (Anderson, Peterson, & David, 2005;
Blumler & Gurevitch, 1981; McQuail, 2000; Sallot & Johnson, 2006). Journalists end up in a role
of protecting society from corruption, while officials in government and business take on the task
of protecting their own interests at all costs. But these kinds of power only represent something
ephemeral, that is, the ability to shape the outcome of specific issues and policies. Once the out-
come is resolved, the power battle begins anew.

This chapter argues that more is at stake between journalists and their sources than the short-
term power to sway public opinion. Instead, the interaction between these two parties represents
a long-term, yet dynamic influence on society: the ability to shape ongoing meanings in a culture.
Also called into question is the Western grounding for much of this research. In particular, press
systems and political systems both vary across regions and countries, as does the social status of
journalists, so what might appear to a Western perspective as co-optation, just as likely reflects
the pragmatics of journalistic and, more broadly, cultural realities.

It is important to mention here that the term “source” is used only to refer to the people who
reporters turn to for their information, often officials and experts connected to society’s central
institutions. Another use of the term is applied to news agencies (see, for example, Boyd-Barrett
& Rantanen, 2004), organizations such as the Associated Press that provide news content to
newspapers, broadcast outlets and websites: that second use of the term is not part of the scope
of this discussion.

The chapter begins with a sociological perspective for the relationship between reporters and
their sources, providing a framework for understanding the positions of their interaction. It then
embarks from an initial depiction of an adversarial relationship, grounded in attempts to influ-
ence public opinion, to a more neutral exchange between two parties who each have something to
gain, and finally, to a negotiation over long-term cultural meanings and ideological power. With
these elements in place, the chapter then takes what is essentially a Western research discourse
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and begins to place it into broader global settings. The question of voice and empowerment—of
both reporters and sources—is then introduced as a key mediating factor. Finally, the chapter
gains closure on the overall argument, briefly touching on the role of evolving media technolo-
gies in reshaping the nature of journalist-source interaction.

A SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE REPORTER-SOURCE RELATIONSHIP

The shape of the reporter-source relationship grows from core tenets of journalism’s profes-
sional ideology (Deuze, 2005; Hackett, 1984; Roshco, 1975; Schudson, 2002). To understand the
relationship, then, requires stripping away—at least temporarily—this ideology to see what lies
within. Two dimensions need to be addressed: First, the basic demands of the ideology, and sec-
ond, the procedures that journalists apply to accomplish their work and produce their product.

The ideology of the profession represents a paradigm, a method for accomplishing a task in
a prescribed way. If journalists adhere to this paradigm, the desired result is expected to follow
(Ericson, 1999). Essentially, journalism’s paradigm follows a science-like model, where report-
ers gather authoritative data and then present it without explicitly taking a side in the discourse.
Experts and officials—as sources—become the providers of this data, so that reporters become
beholden to them for the raw materials of news (Herman & Chomsky, 1988). On their own,
reporters are not allowed to provide an opinion—even when reporting on an event—so that inter-
pretation is limited to such things as crowd-size estimates, descriptions of settings, depictions of
how people appeared, and what those people said. By following this source-driven process, re-
porters become society’s scientists and the news they produce becomes their “scientific report”™—
their truth (Ericson, 1999).

On the face of it, this paradigm would seem to work effectively, but that ignores the fact that
news sources usually have a vested interest in journalists’ reports, linking news content to public
opinion, and ultimately, their own success (Griffin & Dunwoody, 1995; Herman & Chomsky,
1988; Reich, 2006). For authority figures, keeping public opinion in their favor enhances the
ability to remain in that position of authority. For elected authority figures, the imperative to fa-
vorably influence public beliefs becomes even stronger: at stake is their ability to remain in office
and implement their desired policies. For leaders of organizations and businesses, what news says
about them helps maintain social permission to continue their current course of doing business:
losing public favor can require a change of course.

In all, both reporters and sources have a lot at stake. Reporters put their credibility and be-
lievability on the line with each news item they write. Likewise, sources regularly risk their career
success. Putting both parts of this equation together suggests that the interaction between report-
ers and their sources is a delicately negotiated relationship, with each party hoping to achieve
their goals and maintain their organizational and societal status. As Sigal (1986, p. 29) asserted:

News is, after all, not what journalists think, but what their sources say, and is mediated by news
organizations, journalistic routines and conventions, which screen out many of the personal pre-
dilections of individual journalists.

This depiction of news and the reporter-source relationship highlights the second dimension
that journalists face, that news is a product with organizational expectations, and that reporters
must develop strategies and procedures to help ensure they will produce their product on time and
in a form that their peers will judge as “good” (Tuchman, 1973). News becomes a construction,
and the interaction of reporters and sources is how that construction comes to be (Ericson, 1999).
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Nearly every vocation and profession faces that same challenge, at least in the abstract: a business
must hire a workforce, workers need to apply their skills strategically to meet production quotas
given their available resources, and ultimately, consumers must be satisfied with the product they
receive, both in terms of timeliness and quality (McManus, 1994).

In practical terms, reporters manage their organizational limitations by routinizing their
tasks (Ericson, 1999). Although they need to contact multiple sources for writing stories, their
reconnaissance process needs boundaries. Sources are not always instantly available, so that
scheduling of interviews becomes a task that demands time to accomplish and cuts into total
working time until deadline. A basic collection of known sources helps make this task easier, but
sometimes new sources must be found (Berkowitz, 1987; Berkowitz & Adams, 1990; Brown,
Bybee, Wearden, & Straughan, 1987; Gant & Dimmick, 2000; Roshco, 1975). Adding to compli-
cations, some sources might not be cooperative for some stories or might not be available when
needed. Some sources, too, might want to jump into the fray unexpectedly and reporters must
deal with their input. Making things more complicated yet, unspoken, socially-learned organi-
zational “policy” can sometimes dictate the routes that reporters must take and the sources and
topics that are off limits.

Once reporters meet up with their sources, whether face-to-face or electronically, a second
negotiation process takes place (Ericson, Baranek, & Chan, 1989; Reich, 2006). There, reporters
attempt to glean the maximum amount of information from their sources, taking their conversa-
tion in directions that a source might not always want to go (Awad, 2006). Sources, in turn, at-
tempt to maintain the information-gathering effort in line with the information they are willing to
provide, generally details that are neutral, that can further their own cause, or in some cases, that
can damage the cause of an opponent (Gans, 1980). But reporters do not always lead the way, be-
cause sources often proactively try to influence what becomes news through news releases, news
conferences, planned events, and leaks that can jump-start the reporting process. Sources can
even attempt to promote their cause by bringing attention to occurrences that may have happened
naturally, such as crises and disasters involving others (Gandy, 1982; Molotch & Lester, 1974).
A very large proportion of news originates from sources’ efforts, and sources who can provide
reporters with easily assembled news have a greater chance of making their voices heard (Curtin,
1999; Gandy, 1982; Turk, 1985). Over time, much of the news originates from savvy sources who
understand reporters’ needs and can deliver information regularly; paradoxically, much of what
sources deliver overall tends to miss the mark and lose a place in the news (Berkowitz, 1992).

In sum, the work of a journalist becomes an everyday task of scheduling: sources are what
must be scheduled. For some stories, scheduling becomes more complicated, either because of
limited deadline time or source availability. Reporters learn how to find sources that can readily
be scheduled and who will provide the kinds of information they seek in a concise and manage-
able way. Once the scheduling of sources and their interviews has taken place, reporters can
then shift to a new work mode, interpreting the information they have received, privileging some
sources’ information over others, and crafting a news story that corresponds to the rules of the
paradigm.

FROM A POWER PERSPECTIVE TO A FOCUS ON CULTURAL MEANING-MAKING

If a central element of journalistic ideology is the media’s watchdog role over government and
big business, then reporters’ struggles to gather important information from sources become
crucial. This could be characterized as a power struggle, with reporters constantly digging for
information and sources working to prevent what could be perceived as overzealous journalistic
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inquiry (Kaniss, 1991). If a source has a high level of power, reporters’ efforts to gather informa-
tion can be thwarted. Conversely, high power reporters have the ability to gather more informa-
tion from more sources (Reese, 1991). Part of the question, then, is “What determines the power
of journalists and sources?” A related question asks, “What does this power affect?”

Turning to the first question, “What determines power?” offers different answers for report-
ers and their sources. For reporters, the question comes down to attributes of the reporter and
attributes of the reporter’s organization (Herman & Chomsky, 1988). Regarding the reporter,
three aspects stand out. The first is experience, so that a reporter with longevity in the profession
gains status over the years. Longevity alone does not equate with power, however. For example, a
long-time society reporter would have little power in relation to national, state, or even local news
sources. A second factor shaping a reporter’s power, then, is his or her track record for writing
stories of impact, an impact known by the news sources that reporter encounters on the job. A
third factor is intra-organizational power: if a reporter has more autonomy within an organization,
then deadline pressure can be lessened and there will be more opportunity to develop a story.

The reporter’s organization also influences power, although this is not an absolute designa-
tion. For example, news organizations with a broader scope of operation—nationally or interna-
tionally—generally have greater power when they face news sources. Previous reputations for
publishing or airing influential news stories enhance and solidify that power. For example, a qual-
ity broadsheet newspaper and a popular tabloid would have different levels of power within the
same range of sources and audience: here, the influence they wield closely links to their power
differential (Berkowitz & TerKeurst, 1999). However, when a news organization from a larger
sphere covers news in a smaller sphere, that large-scale power might be irrelevant. For example,
a national media organization covering news that mainly impacts a small geographic community
would not necessarily have much power if the local residents in that area were not part of the
media organization’s audience. There, the local media organization might turn out to have more
influence in the outcome of an issue or event.

Source power is somewhat simpler to assess. Sources located within a power structure, who
have both authority of knowledge and autonomy to speak about that knowledge, tend to be most
powerful (Ericson, 1999). Sources with the ability to promote an occurrence to the media un-
der certain circumstances could have temporary power, such as promoting an environmentalist
position to the media after an oil spill (Molotch & Lester, 1974). Reese (1991) suggests that the
perceived power levels that reporters and their sources bring to a specific interaction have an im-
portant impact on the news outcome. This balance can also shape the nature of the relationship,
making interactions more symbiotic and cooperative when power levels between journalists and
sources are approximately equal but more adversarial when one of the two parties is perceived
to have the upper hand.

Altogether, this discussion suggests that the relationship between reporters and their sources
is a dynamic phenomenon, depending on the context of a specific occurrence as well as the
perceived power that each party brings to the relationship. This power balance also shapes how
interactions between reporters and sources unfold and which party can lead the negotiation for
information that turns into news reports. That brings up the second question: “What does this
power affect?”

Conventionally, the answer to this question has been cast in terms of power over public
opinion and influence over the news agenda (Kaniss, 1991; Curtin, 1999). For public officials and
business leaders, daily life is a matter of maintaining positive public opinion. Thus, at the sim-
plest level, power for a source translates to the ability to have a voice in an ongoing debate in the
news agenda (Berkowitz & TerKeurst, 1999). A somewhat more powerful position for sources is
not only to be able to speak to an issue on the news agenda, but to be able to influence the shape
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of an issue that gains a place on the agenda and then form the initial discussion about that issue.
More powerful yet is the ability to influence whether an issue will reach the news agenda and gain
public discussion: keeping something away from the public eye amounts to the ability to make
decisions impacting society without having to gain public consent.

For journalists, power translates to a mirror image of these levels. Being able to gain source
information that broadens public debate represents a basic level of power. Being able to draw
attention to issues and begin public dialogue among news sources becomes a more powerful
position. There is no clear analog to the third level of power, however, because reporters would
rarely want to hide a story from public view.

But the power of journalists and sources to control an ongoing news agenda is ephemeral,
depending on the fluctuating tides of those who are in charge and the social world in which they
interact (Fico & Balog, 2003). When a new administration gains power, the lasting ability of
the news agenda becomes up for grabs. Some issues would linger, while others would disap-
pear. Public opinion for an out-of-office official becomes largely irrelevant unless it has some
impact on those who have moved in. In sum, focusing only on public opinion when considering
the relationship between reporters and their sources is to overlook some of the more long-term,
lasting impact. It thus becomes important to shift the discussion to culture and the meanings it
contains.

The concept of framing is one way to consider the impact of reporters and their sources on
meanings (Pan & Kosicki, 2001). Thinking of news meanings like this suggests that issues can
be discussed in specific ways, with specific boundaries applied to which meanings are included
in the discussion and which are beyond its scope. When reporters or their sources rein in an issue
this way, certain depictions become the dominant way of thinking as the issue runs its course.
A weakness of the approach, however, is that the larger implications of framing often do not get
considered. That is, to say that an issue, an event, or a social group was “framed” in such-and-
such way mainly plays off of specific norms. From a journalism studies perspective, it is always
easy to find how news framing misses a norm and therefore can be considered an “unfair” depic-
tion. But the implications can be taken much deeper, from an argument about whether reporters
or their sources have more power in the relationship, to the more macro-level perspective of what
long-term societal impact this framing has for the political power of certain groups, administra-
tions, or interests over others. Thus when the interface between reporters and their sources pro-
duces and reproduces a specific frame, a specific vantage point on the social order is propagated
and maintained: the meaning of occurrences and issues is one of the implications of the reporter-
source relationship that impacts ideology itself (Coman, 2005).

Another perspective on meanings connected to the reporter-source relationship comes from
sources’ responsiveness to their interpretive community (Berkowitz & TerKeurst, 1999; Zelizer,
1993). An interpretive community represents a cultural location where meanings are constructed,
shared, and reconstructed during the course of everyday life. Interpretive groups can be formed
by a physical place, an organization, a virtual online gathering and other social collectives. Mem-
bers of an interpretive community interact by internalizing taken-for-granted shared meanings and
draw on those meanings as a guide to their values and interpretations of issues and occurrences.

Reporters find themselves in a duality of meanings, from both their professional interpre-
tive community and the interpretive community of their sources (Berkowitz & TerKeurst, 1999).
There are four main dimensions of reporters’ professional interpretive community. First, report-
ers are guided by their professional ideology, taking professional ideals into consideration, such
as objectivity, independence, fairness, and a watchdog role. Second, reporters keep in mind the
interpretive community of their media organization, the “policy” that they have socially learned
through everyday life on the job. This second interpretive community might conflict with the first,
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providing subtle guidance about favoring certain sources and organizations over others, going
easy on some sources while reporting aggressively on others. The third and fourth interpretive
communities appear through Zelizer’s concept of double time, where reporters consider both
present-day localized meanings for occurrences and issues, and a broader historical reference
point that provides constant comparison between what has happened in the past and what is hap-
pening in the present (Zelizer, 1993).

Sources’ interpretive communities face up against these four reporter dimensions. When
an event occurs, when an issue is raised, sources have a goal of bringing forward one dominant
meaning from among the possible interpretations. For corporate, government, and special interest
sectors, the ultimate objective is to protect and strengthen their social position and power through
interpretations that facilitate acceptance of the meanings they prefer (Berkowitz & TerKeurst,
1999). For both reporters and their sources, adoption of these meanings does not necessarily
become a conscious or purposively strategic act. Instead, they turn into tacit understandings, with
meanings growing from group (and cross-group) interactions over time. In addition, although
these meanings generally have short-term consistency, they are gently dynamic as well.

In sum, these two sites of meaning making—journalistic practice and source communities—
show how news content is not shaped by the classic vision of socially autonomous journalists
acting as watchdogs or by short-term battles between reporters and their sources. Instead, jour-
nalists are beholden to four dimensions of their interpretive community. Likewise, news sources
live within their own competing interpretive communities, responding to the preferred meanings
that they have learned.

PLACING THE REPORTER-SOURCE RELATIONSHIP INTO A GLOBAL CONTEXT

Much of the research about reporters and their sources has been based on Western press systems
and even more specifically, on how the relationship surfaces in the United States (Josephi, 2005).
A question needs to be addressed, however: How far can we take this knowledge in order to un-
derstand other press systems? Two extensions of the basic question go to opposite poles (Reese,
2001). One extended question asks how differences between press systems should be weighed
into our understandings; a second question asks how much attention should be paid to differences
within a single press system (Hanitzsch, 2006).

These are not easy questions to answer, and yet, it would be equally difficult to assert that
there is a global journalism that blurs many of the long-standing distinctions between nations
and their press systems. Many anecdotal examples are available to show how one system’s norms
become another system’s aberrations (Schudson, 2003, pp. 134—153). An appropriate level of
analysis for understanding these examples is not obvious. Although the extra-media or societal
levels stand out as most likely, care must be taken to avoid over-reducing a single system’s ho-
mogeneity (Hanitzsch, 2006; Reese, 2001). In the end, we are left with that same big question:
How does the reporter-source relationship influence the news? We are, however, left floundering
for precise answers once leaving the comfort of a single home base for study.

Examples of a Portable Relationship

The basic relationship between reporters and their sources can thus be seen as “portable,” that is,
the relationship exists in all press systems, from the most authoritarian to the most libertarian, if
in different forms (Josephi, 2005). Even when examining the same situation, what might be seen
as an element of freedom through one lens of journalistic professionalism might be viewed as
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rather constrained through another. In every case, a fundamental belief of journalists is that they
cannot simply make up news but instead must rely on what they have been told by somebody
holding a perceived level of authority (Hanitzsch, 2006).

For example, the relationship between reporters and officials is highly controlled at Japanese
Kisha clubs, while foreign affairs reporters in the Netherlands enjoy a high degree of freedom
from official sources because they face little imperative to produce news (Schudson, 2003, pp.
138-139; Zelizer, 2004, p. 152). In the Japanese case, news becomes largely what officials say,
while in the Netherlands, reporters are essentially in charge, with subjective output as an accepted
norm. In other systems, sources pay reporters for coverage, an extremely unethical situation for
American reporters, but taken as part of the “envelope journalism” system by Mexican reporters
(and those in several other countries) to subsidize their low wages in a way similar to restaurant
waiters (Schudson, 2003, pp. 149-150; Zelizer, 2004, p. 152).

Other comparisons highlight differences that emerge from a combination of professional
and societal cultures. For example, when comparing American and Israeli reporters through their
responses to a set of hypothetical scenarios, those from the United States were much less likely
to negotiate with a source, although both groups expressed similar views about protecting source
confidentiality (Berkowitz, Limor, & Singer, 2004). In Korea, several studies have found that the
relationship becomes more personal than is typical in the West, yet sources are not attempting to
co-opt reporters through friendly interactions: this kind of close friendship is instead a key ele-
ment of Korean culture overall (Berkowitz & Lee, 2004; Kim & Bae, 2006; Shin & Cameron,
2003). In a study of Swedish/Danish media, a high degree of symbiosis was found between po-
litical-economic elites and journalists working for regional media (Falkheimer, 2005). This con-
trasts with the situation found in Russia, where autonomous sources have emerged only recently,
so that conflict underlies an ongoing battle, with sources vying to promote their vested interests
and journalists working to maximize their new-found power (Koltsova, 2001). In New Zealand,
the situation appears more congenial, yet sources still tend to dominate, serving in a role closer
to what Schudson (2003) called the para-journalist who provides “favourable facts” rather than
a more neutral representation of information (Rupar, 2006). A study of journalists in Britain and
Spain found that the element of crisis created a special case for the journalist-source relationship,
with sources attempting to gain journalists’ favor in order further their agendas and damage their
opponents, through what has been called “ventriloquist journalism” (Sanders & Canel, 2006).

Learning from the Global Base of Research

These examples suggest some commonalties for the reporter-source relationship across coun-
tries, with both subtle and significant variations appearing in the extra-media and societal levels.
The clearest commonalties link within similar locations on the authoritarian-libertarian contin-
uum, where similar degrees of reporters’ autonomy shape the boundaries of the relationship.
Altschull’s (1995) vision of press systems recasts the situation yet again, so that reporters facing
constraints from a pro-development stance become self-limiting in their demands on official
sources in the name of national growth.

One position to take in applying research from one system to another would be to argue that
findings from one cannot be generalized to another, no matter how similar they appear. A second,
more productive position would be to adopt the concept of transferability (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005) that identifies contextual and structural similarities and contrasts between two cases, and
then adjusts the findings from one to better inform the other. This second stance avoids a reduc-
tionist approach that overlooks key differences, while also avoiding an absolutist view suggesting
that very little can be moved from one situation to the next.
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An advantage of transferability and comparison is that the contrasting cases can more clearly
highlight the salient characteristics of each. For example, contrasts between cultures’ interper-
sonal relationships in general can be used as a basis for understanding differences in synergistic
or conflictual levels between reporters and officials across systems. Similarly, considering cul-
tures’ gender equity positions, especially in relation to the gender makeup of the journalistic
workforce, can highlight subtle- and not-so-subtle nuances of the power that officials wield over
reporters (Lachover, 2005; Robins, 2001).

Overall, the key point for global understanding is to stay alert to the context of research
about reporters and their sources when developing a conceptual framework for new research,
and to maintain an awareness of the boundaries of interpretation when that existing lens is then
applied.

WHO GETS A VOICE?—GENDER, ETHNICITY, AND
THE JOURNALIST-SOURCE RELATIONSHIP

A central point of concern for the relationship between reporters and sources is that, if the jour-
nalistic paradigm calls for turning to authoritative news sources, then those believed to possess
authority will have a better chance of getting a voice in the news. When high prestige official
sources appear in the news, the reporter-source relationship tends to legitimate or even reify the
power structure of society (Manning, 2001; Sigal, 1973; Soloski, 1989). This occurs because the
job of journalists is to produce news content that bears the aura of factuality: the statements of
credible sources can be taken as fact, certifying the news without the need to research the veracity
of that “fact” (Ericson, 1999). In most societies, fact bearers live in the ideologically dominant
mainstream, representing that mainstream’s dominant ideological institutions and presenting
their dominant frame (Hertog & McLeod, 2001). Most often, sources tend to be male authority
figures and do not belong to one of their society’s minority groups (Allan, 1998; Kitzinger, 1998;
Ross, 2007).

In relation to the reporter-source relationship, then, an important question asks, “Who gets a
voice?” That is, to what degree do dominant mainstream voices control the information that jour-
nalists get and how much opportunity do women and minorities have to appear in the news and
shape its meanings? Of course, the answers do not literally have fixed quantitative parameters,
but they nonetheless can be addressed from that perspective. A second—and less obvious—
question must also be raised: How does the gender and ethnicity of reporters shape the kinds and
quantities of “facts” that can be obtained?

If reporters’ choice of news sources tends to be male officials from the mainstream, it is use-
ful to consider the circumstances where women gain voice and take an active role in the relation-
ship. One central question that has been studied involves the interaction between female reporters
and female news sources (Armstrong, 2004; Freedman & Fico, 2005; Van Zoonen, 1998; Zeldes
& Fico, 2005). The main direction of inquiry in this vein asks whether female reporters are more
likely to draw on female news sources when the opportunity arises. The logic here is that female
reporters will be less ingrained in the male power structure and they will feel more comfortable
interviewing female sources, a sort of gender-based camaraderie that would not exist with male
sources, who might also have the upper hand in terms of socio-political power.

Zeldes and Fico (2005) explored this notion through a study of gender and race of reporters
and sources appearing on network newscasts during the 2000 presidential election. They found
that stories by women and minority reporters were indeed linked to more diverse source use. This
finding also appeared in several other studies, but to a lesser degree. Freedman and Fico (2005)
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examined sources—particularly source expertise—in news coverage of a state governor race and
found that stories with the byline of a female reporter had a greater tendency to cite female non-
partisan sources. However, the overwhelming majority of non-partisan sources were still male,
and female non-expert sources appeared far less often than their proportion in the overall popula-
tion. A study by Armstrong (2004) had a similar result, finding that male sources received more
mention and were placed more prominently. Again, female reporter bylines were a predictor of
more frequent use of female news sources. Ross (2007) addressed the gender question within the
context of local British newspapers and found the same patterns held true, with male sources still
dominating the news, even when the reporters were women.

In part, the degree of difference in these findings is tempered by broader organizational
and professional expectations, with newsroom norms and practices operating as a conformity
mechanism, especially at larger newspapers (Rogers & Thorson, 2003). These expectations from
newsroom colleagues would rein in female reporters’ boundaries for broadening the news, par-
ticularly where newsrooms are dominated by male leadership (Weaver et al., 2007). It is possible,
however, that for certain genres of news, female sources are somewhat more likely to appear
(Armstrong, 2006). And as a counter-force, some news organizations have established formal
policy encouraging a greater use of diverse news sources (Mohamed & Fleming-Rife, 2002).

Research related to source gender also informs the use of news sources from ethnicities
and races outside the mainstream. In the United States, for example, Latinos, Asian Americans,
Native Americans rarely serve as news sources. African Americans appear somewhat more fre-
quently, especially when another source appears in a news item (Poindexter, Smith, & Heider,
2003). Even in cases with explicit organizational policy for drawing on minority news sources,
the mix of news sources appears much the same (Mohamed & Fleming-Rife, 2002).

Extending the concept of source diversity further, some news organizations see themselves
as alternative or oppositional: an expectation for their news would be to include a greater pro-
portion of ordinary citizens as sources. Surprisingly, oppositional news also emphasizes elites
rather than citizens, although these elites come from outside the dominant mainstream. This
was found in a study of an activist newspaper in the UK (Atton & Wickenden, 2005) as well as
in an oppositional radio station in the US (Eliasoph, 1988). In either case, the answer is simple:
reporters need to gather their information from authoritative sources whom audiences will view
as legitimate bearers of “facts.” The real difference in these cases is that alternative media draw
on authoritative sources more closely aligned with their own ideological positions. In contrast, a
mainstream news organization faced with choosing between a mainstream official source or an
expert located in an oppositional camp will choose the mainstream official source as a means of
producing ideological consistency (Coleman, 1995).

Switching the Power Relationship: Female Reporters and Male Sources

The preceding discussion has shown how mainstream sources tend to dominate the news and
how the majority of those sources tend to be male officials. This situation gives sources a socially
powerful position. The US newsroom gender balance includes approximately one-third women
overall, and slightly more than one-half of new journalists are women. This gender balance ta-
pers off significantly when power, expertise and authority are taken into account (Weaver et al.,
2007). Among those with at least fifteen years of experience in the journalistic workforce, only
about one-quarter are women. In sum, female reporters enter the journalist-source relationship in
a lower status position and often do not increase their status as much over time as do their male
counterparts.

A study of female journalists and male sources in Israel bears out this imbalance, identifying
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the gendered tone of reporter-source interactions (Lachover, 2005). There, male sources were
sometimes found to draw on the power imbalance to sway a female reporter, yet sometimes male
sources became more cooperative than usual in order to impress a female reporter. Women re-
porters, aware of the sexualized relationship with their male sources, admitted, though, that they
sometimes took advantage of the situation by flirting or feigning weakness to gain more from
their sources. A similar situation was found in a study of female reporters in Tanzania (Robins,
2001), even though male sources were often guilty of sexual harassment.

In all, this discussion suggests some clear imbalances in the reporter-source relationship,
constructing a gendered and ideological representation of society and its voices. Although much
of the literature discussed here is drawn from US-based studies, there are clear implications
for understanding the power balance and meaning-making implications that are involved. Most
simply, not all sources are equal in their relationships with reporters, with women and minorities
tending to have the weaker position, whether as a journalist or as a source.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter began with the premise that the study of reporters and their sources has been cast
in terms of two polar dimensions: the adversarial position, with journalist as watchdog, and the
symbiotic position, where both reporters and their sources give up something and gain something
in return. Both positions have been drawn from a Western perspective, often an American one.

Three problems underlie these positions. First, the situation is not an either/or outcome.
Instead, the elements of adversarial and symbiotic interaction appear on a continuum, with the
perceived power of each party constantly shifting. The reporter-source relationship, then, is a
constantly negotiated one. Second, the relationship is context dependent. Its nature depends on
the context of the times, of course, but also on the issues under consideration, the press system
where journalists and sources meet, and even the gender and ethnicity of each party involved.
Third, much of the research has overlooked the “So what?” question. That is, why do we care
which party is in charge? The short-term answer is easier: controlling the face of the news pro-
vides shape over public opinion and the ability to exert power over social issues and social de-
bate.

But the short-term answer is not enough: the ability to influence the news also equates to
long-term control over cultural meanings. Although meanings are dynamic, they do not move
nearly as quickly as public opinion. When a reporter or a source can influence a long-term news
discourse over meanings, they have influence over dominant ideological positions, those “com-
mon sense” understandings about individuals, institutions, and occurrences. Key terms at the
center of discussion also load up with ideological meaning, turning into ideographs with essen-
tially uncontested attributes. Ideographs then become the tools of everyday conversation, with
meanings taken for granted when they are drawn into use. For example, “terrorism” after events
in the United States, England, Spain, and Russia began to automatically include specific social
groups, specific political positions, specific issues, and even specific regions of the world. As
further social dialog continued, the meanings became more-and-more natural and the separation
between “us” and “the other” became taken for granted. The term “democracy” lands in a similar
position.

Related to this influence over meanings, two mediating factors were introduced: the influ-
ence of culture and the role of identity. The country where reporters interact with their sources
does make a difference, partly because of press system differences, but also partly because of the
role that media play in a specific culture. Similarly, gender and ethnicity bring attributes of social
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meaning to journalists and sources that both limit and enable the extent of their roles. Female
sources often have less ability to access journalists and less ascribed power to influence the direc-
tion of their interactions once they do gain access. The case is much the same for sources outside
a culture’s dominant ethnicities. Female reporters end up in a similar role problem, too, with less
power and influence than male reporters.

One other factor—technology—comes into play as well. Television news, for example,
has become “more opinionated and less densely sourced,” so that it can be considered a “soft
discourse” that allows journalists to distance themselves from source-based facts (Schudson &
Dokoupil, 2007). Convergence, likewise, has changed the situation, with less face-to-face or
voice-to-voice communication between reporters and their sources, and email filling the gap.
Even further, blogs have begun to blur the line about who is a journalist and who is a source, and
the role of sourcing has become equally ambiguous as a result (Pavlik, 2004). Finally, the prac-
tice of obtaining sources second-hand from the Internet has complicated questions about which
sources count and what degree of sourcing is sufficient (Ruggiero, 2004).

Regardless of these mediating factors, sourcing in some form or another will remain a cru-
cial tenet of the strategic ritual of “doing journalism.” As long as reporters need to write beyond
their opinions alone, as long as they see themselves as conveyers of information rather than in-
terpreters of issues and occurrences, they will need to rely on sources. Sources, although usually
deemed authoritative, speak from vested positions in their organizations and from ideological
positions in their cultural worlds. In the short-term balance hangs ephemeral social power, while
in the long-term, the interaction between reporters and their sources—and the media accounts
that result—have the potential to shape people’s taken-for-granted assumptions about how their
world revolves.
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Gender in the Newsroom

Linda Steiner

Without necessarily using the precise language of “gender,” discussions of “gender in the news-
room” date to the late nineteenth century, when, to support themselves and their families, women
began entering UK and US newsrooms in great numbers. A worried UK woman’s magazine
reader responded, “Our girls will rush into journalism, teaching or the stage, three professions al-
ready overstocked, and neglect really useful branches of employment, by which they might earn a
steady, if not luxurious livelihood” (in Onslow, 2000, pp. 15-16). Enraged by women’s invasion,
men said newswork would defeminize and even desex women. These continued assertions, mut-
ed only during world wars, had little to do with beliefs about women’s inherent inability to report.
Instead, such claims betrayed the marginality of women readers and men’s interest in preserving
a monopoly on high status work. In any case, these diatribes indicate that women were managing
to compete in this masculine space. Women continued to demand newsroom jobs, despite their
oft-expressed complaint that male editors, colleagues and sources refused to take them seriously
and relegated them to the women’s angle.

During much of the twentieth century, the “gender” debate among both working journalists
and scholars focused on women. In part this shows the residue of maleness as the “unmarked”
standard, and the “Otherness” of women. It also rests on a notion of men and women as polar
opposites, with femininity as the problem. Scholarship on gendered practices in journalism rarely
challenges assumptions about gender or sex differences per se. Instead, gender and women are
conflated as a distinctive, fixed, and self-evident category and then deployed to examine women’s
status. Only recently has attention turned to shifting formations of masculinity and the role of
men’s magazines in producing or reproducing various forms of masculinity (Beynon, 2002). The
constructed relationship of femininity and masculinity is rarely studied. Whether the newsroom
is treated as a literal site, an institution, or a set of cultural practices, gender has largely been in-
voked to raise one question: could or should women reporters try to act like men, or would they
(and journalism) be better served if women produced distinctive forms?

At least until the 1950s, newsmen reserved their highest compliments for a very few wom-
en whose work was “just like men’s.” The New York Tribune crime reporter Ishbel Ross herself
was praised by her editor Stanley Walker as the paragon of newspaperwomen precisely for
achieving this standard. Ross’s Ladies of the Press (1936), the first book-length history of
women reporters, acknowledged that even successful front-page girls had not revolutionized
newsrooms. The few women who wrote journalism textbooks aimed at women took a practical
view and encouraged women to do the same. Ethel Brazelton (1927), who taught journalism

116
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for women at Northwestern University, insisted: “The fact of sex, the “woman’s angle,” is
the woman writer’s tool, but it must never be her weapon.... But being a woman, she is pos-
sessed of a real advantage in the business of doing, recording, interpreting women’s interests,
ways and work™ (p. 8). Otherwise, since the 1900s, women reporters’ autobiographies and
other self-reports increasingly emphasize how they avoided becoming “sob sisters” or “agony
aunts,” regardless of pay. Thus, in blunt terms, summarizing the ancient history of gender in
the newsroom involves tracing a shift from initial agreement among women and men journal-
ists that women’s role was to write with a woman’s “touch” about women for women readers,
whose interests were seen as dichotomously different from men’s; to a claim by women that
they could produce the same “unmarked” journalism as men, who in turn disputed these claims
to protect their status, jobs, and salaries. Women’s topics were initially women’s entry point:
Pauline Frederick, for example, first covered women’s topics for radio; later ABC hired her to
interview political candidates’ wives. But it was not women’s goal. Women understood that
such women’s forms—explicitly marked as female—represented professional ghettoes, not
socialization, much less natural instincts.

The story grew more complicated and contested over the twentieth century. So now, at
least officially, men assert that gender is irrelevant in contemporary newsrooms, which they
see as changed (and challenged) by new economic constraints, technologies, audiences, norms
of professionalism, and by the pronounced presence of women themselves. Recent complaints
about the feminization of newsrooms, ironically, may be reactions to new feminine forms.
Alternatively, they may reflect how women are overrepresented on camera, or are remembered
more because of their (re-made) appearance. Perhaps it stems from backlash against feminism.
Meanwhile, women journalists themselves largely, but not unanimously, agree with men that
gender is a minor issue. Women and other “minorities”—defined by race, ethnicity, sexual
orientation and class or hyphenated combinations of these—challenge employment discrimi-
nation on the basis of merit, of professional status. Relying on different logics, scholars have
abandoned naturalized definitions of women but continue to treat gender as inherently and
eternally significant. Scholars, then, argue that inclusion is necessary because distinct stand-
points matter; they assume that women and men journalists work differently and/or that they
should. The literal or perceived absence of women (or people of color or gays and lesbians)
in the newsroom means, they assert, that such groups will not be “well” reported in terms of
quantity or quality.

The controversy emerged in 2005, when Susan Estrich, a law professor and free-lance opin-
ion writer, condemned a male editor for not running enough columns by women. Estrich said
even the few women who do produce columns “don’t count as women because they don’t write
with ‘women’s voices’” (Applebaum, 2005). Anne Applebaum (2005), a regular Washington Post
columnist, called Estrich’s complaint “bizarre” and “seriously bad” for women: “Possibly be-
cause I see so many excellent women around me at the newspaper, possibly because so many
of The Post’s best-known journalists are women, possibly because I've never thought of myself
as a ‘female journalist.”” Nor did Applebaum think other women regarded themselves as female
journalists with special obligations to write about women’s issues.

THE IMPACT OF THE WOMEN’S LIBERATION MOVEMENT

Both the structure of the US news media and the refusal of the women’s liberation movement to
identify spokespeople worked against publicity for that movement (Tuchman, 1978b), although
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sympathetic women reporters, by virtue of sounding objective to their sexist male editors, man-
aged in the 1960s to insert some women'’s issues, such as rape laws, into the women’s pages.
The National Organization for Women worked hard to mobilize news media and to cultivate re-
lationships with women journalists. Whether because of the proactive information subsidies by
women’s organizations (Barker-Plummer, 2002) or agitprop efforts of radical feminists (Brad-
ley, 2003), the movement was covered. And the women’s movement had major consequences
for newsrooms. First, inspired and emboldened by the movement, women journalists used regu-
latory and legal channels to challenge exclusionary hiring and promotion practices at several
news organizations. Each victory further opened doors for women.

The long-term consequences for content are less clear. A Los Angeles Times reporter claims
the resulting increased presence of women reporters had an important, positive impact (Mills,
1990). Women reporters are said to report on social issues and subjects that interest women and
to use more women, feminist organizations, and “ordinary people” as sources; the resulting
diversity benefits newsrooms. Certainly women acted to dismantle women’s pages, first at The
Washington Post and other elite papers and, later, at smaller papers. Since the 1890s, when Jane
Cunningham Croly created a women’s page for the New York Daily World, both mainstream
and African-American newsrooms had hired women as editors of these pages. In the 1950s and
1960s some women’s page editors had tried to expand the political and social scope of these
sections, as well as their racial scope; but these efforts were limited and inconsistent. Again,
newly-emboldened second-wave feminists attacked these sections for trucking in “symbolic
annihilation” equivalent to other sexist forms that condemned or trivialized women (Tuchman,
1978a). As underscored in several oral histories sponsored by the Washington Press Club Foun-
dation (available at http://npc.press.org/wporal) eliminating women’s pages had the immediate
effect of eliminating the single editorial slot reserved for women. A similar dynamic came into
play in Ireland, where “real reporters” regarded women’s pages with contempt (Maher, 2003)
until the late 1960s, when the Irish Times let women revamp the women’s pages to incorporate
“serious” reporting. The section was soon killed off; Maeve Binchy, its second editor and now a
blockbuster novelist, said women don’t need a special place. Ironically, in the 1980s, to please
advertisers some US papers reintroduced women’s pages (Harp, 2007). Both experiments re-
veal not women’s distinct values, but how marketing concerns drive the sex-binary packaging
of news and the construction of women (readers and reporters) as interested in lifestyle issues
and domesticity.

The second wave of the women’s movement also inspired women to enter the academy
and pursue their interests in women’s history; it encouraged research on women’s culture and
work and created an audience for that research. Marzolf’s (1977) path-breaking history brought
long-forgotten women “Up from the Footnote.” The next step was, as another title put it, Great
Women of the Press (Schilpp & Murphy, 1983) and full-bore biographies of single individuals.
Eventually scholars moved to more specialized categories—black women (Streitmatter, 1994),
war reporters (Elwood-Akers, 1988), and sob sisters (Abramson, 1990) as well as theoretically-
sophisticated histories of women’s journalism around the world.

More importantly, scholars reconsidered the assumption that newsroom practices are the
direct inevitable result of professional routines and socialization, with management defining the
skills and talents they want in terms of what previously enhanced circulation and status. New
thinking about how journalists’ gendered identity matters influenced both explanations for why
newsroom diversity is important (one can only understand someone if one has walked in the sub-
ject’s shoes) and the research agenda itself. This led to reconceptualizing how women respond to
newsroom dynamics and structures, including what constitutes news or newsrooms.
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WOMEN’S ALTERNATIVE MEDIA

One key research area for the second-wave generation was the women-led news media, beginning
with mid-nineteenth century periodicals by young US textile workers, perhaps the first consistent
efforts by women to produce their own news and thereby redefine themselves. Of continuing in-
terest are periodicals of the women’s movement, given their importance in explaining, justifying,
and sustaining women’s liberation; and in debating new models for womanhood. Suffrage jour-
nals addressed not only voting but larger issues, including health, law, politics, and labor. Their
editors were active in other reform movements and periodicals, and formed their own community
(Steiner, 1992). Their periodicals can also be analyzed in terms of newsroom policies, including
their approach to accommodating family responsibilities, and commitment to journalism training
and to reforming journalism along feminist lines. Thus, the 150 women-run UK political papers
published 1856—-1930 facilitated the growth of a gendered community of activists who convinced
women that they could “affect social change by creating a new gender-based political culture”
that commandeered public space (Tusan, 2005, p. 4).

Twentieth-century feminist periodicals are likewise important fora. Time and Tide (1920—
1977), for example, was established out of frustration with both UK mainstream newspapers,
which belittled women, and advocacy papers narrowly fixated on women (Tusan, 2005). Femi-
nist periodicals that proliferated in the US in the 1970s were narrower in scope than the earlier
US and UK papers; they were for, about, and generally by a niche: ecofeminists, prostitutes,
celibates, older women, Marxists, feminist witches, and a host of other interests and professions.
They were also more self-consciously experimental in rejecting conventional definitions of news-
worthiness and newsroom structures, and loudly denounced sexist stereotypes (Endres & Lueck,
1996; Steiner, 1992). Since 1970 off our backs has been published by a collective that continues
to operate by consensus. It eschews conventional principles: “We intend to be just; but we do not
pretend to be impartial” (February 1970, p. 1).

Women producing women’s movement organs of the second-wave type have primarily been
activists, reformers, and crusaders wholly uninterested in profit. Ms., since 1972 the “mouth-
piece” of popular feminism in the US, is the exception that proves the rule. Ms. has been treated
as a corrupt hybrid, “always firmly enmeshed in a commercial mass media matrix” (Farrell, 1998,
p- 9), although Ms. refused to publish “complementary copy” for advertisers and for many years
gave up advertising altogether. Otherwise, the leaders of feminist newsrooms lacked commercial
journalism experience and did not identify themselves foremost as journalists. Yet, they provided
both professional and industrial opportunities, including in journalism. Amelia Bloomer, for ex-
ample, was willing to postpone production of The Lily, which she began in 1849 as “a medium
through which woman’s thoughts and aspirations might be developed,” in order to train her own
women printers. They limited advertising to what they deemed appropriate and kept subscription
prices accessible to unpaid or low-paid women. Thus, criticisms of alternative media certainly
apply to feminist political papers, given their amateurish writing, inattention to aesthetics, lack
of long-range business strategies, and inefficiency caused by collective or horizontal organization
and obsession with principle (see Atton, chapter 19, this volume; Winship, 1987).

These critiques open up for research the possibilities of new media, including satellite radio,
public access cable channels, and Internet zines, for covering on a global scale issues difficult
to discuss elsewhere. Even in mainstream and commercial radio, women’s voices were once as-
sumed to irritate audiences and so were not heard, except on shows aimed at helping women with
domestic work. Women are now prominent as reporters, news shows hosts, and interviewers.
More to the point, feminist public affairs programs and even women-run radio stations operate
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with varying degrees of feminist commitment in several countries. Feminist International Radio
Endeavor (FIRE) creates an Internet-based global news flow; WINGS (Women’s International
News Gathering Service) furnishes feminist news to radio stations. Moreover, third-wave femi-
nists operate by seemingly wholly new principles.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF GENDER DIFFERENCES IN VALUES

According to national surveys (Delano & Henningham, 1995; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996), gender
is not a reliable predictor of differences in professional practices. Men and women conceive the
role of news and evaluate the ethics of reporting methods in similar ways; they show similar
(declining) levels of job satisfaction. On the other hand, feminist theorizing suggests that ways
of thinking and knowing are highly influenced by social identity, in turn, affected by inherently
gendered experiences, differences in socialization, and social history. Rogers and Thorson (2003)
contend that “men and women socialize differently into the workplace because men and women
have different values and priorities” (p. 659). Since men and women have distinct identities they
had predicted that, “like females in other professions,” women reporters would have unique val-
ues, interests, and priorities that would affect how stories are researched, sourced, framed, and
written. As it turns out, Rogers and Thorson’s content analysis of three newspapers found that
women drew upon a greater variety of female and ethnic sources, especially in positive stories,
but women at the large paper sourced and framed stories much like their male counterparts. Van
Zoonen (1998) concludes that, overall, women journalists, with their distinctive “womanview,”
tend to be more interested in their audience, more concerned about context. She says women
challenge male journalists’ detachment, believing that men use objectivity as a shield against the
sensitivity and sympathy that journalism requires.

Given its hazards and the risk of fatal injury, but also the potential for career-making reputa-
tion, war reporting arguably continues to be the most contested beat for women, with audiences
criticizing women, especially mothers, for putting their bodies in danger. War reporting has also
provoked unusually intense debate among audiences, journalists, and scholars regarding whether
women and men report differently. The Vietnam War was the first war that women covered in
significant numbers. Some women found that their very visibility meant they were noticed at
press conferences; their questions were answered first. Even when they were paid to write from
and about the woman’s angle, however, women faced prejudice and suspicion from the American
military, the Vietnamese forces and male reporters. Some women hated doing human interest war
stories, precisely because they knew the stereotype that women were more attuned to the “human
side” of the war, and these stories were more likely to be cut. That is, the numbers of women
who refused to write as women or complained about being assigned according to sex stereotype
suggest that the problem was sexism, not sex differences. Liz Trotta (1991), the first woman to
report on Vietnam for television, speculated that male colleagues felt threatened by having to
compete with women. In any case, men and women wrote substantially similar kinds of stories
(Elwood-Akers, 1988).

Smaller studies of gender produce contradictory and inconclusive results. Women activ-
ists and scholars are the most likely to find that gender “matters” or that it should “matter”
more. According to informal surveys by the International Women’s Media Foundation (www.
iwmf.org), women believe female journalists offer a different, “more human perspective” to the
news, although some women asserted that “news is news” and ethics are ethics. Likewise, the 22
women members of an advocacy group responding to a questionnaire split over whether women
report women’s issues differently (Ross, 2001). Many women said that they react differently
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from men to stories because they have more sympathy for women and emphasize personal and
emotional dimensions; a majority said men still dominate the professions. But three-quarters do
not incorporate feminism into their reporting, and many agreed that women managers are even
more macho than men. Ross regards many of her respondents as blind to gender issues, having
normalized male-identified concerns and incorporated into what is a male profession. At the
least, women’s considerable ambivalence and lack of consensus cast doubt on hopes that a “criti-
cal mass” of women will transform the newsroom. Margaret Gallagher (2001), having published
crucial comparative research on the global exclusion of women, argues that gender still needs
to be addressed—indeed, in new, creative ways—as a professional issue. But her Global Media
Monitoring projects argue against assuming that the increasing entry of women into journalism
in most countries will radically transform content. Women form no unitary bloc. Many are un-
sympathetic to feminism as a movement and are insensitive to historical changes accomplished
by feminists. In sum, women recognize that many of their male colleagues are sexist, but they
largely adopt journalism’s structures as part of the profession and choose to embrace its reward
system. Gender socialization theory, moreover, cannot explain why some women escape their
gender. It accounts for the chicken/egg argument on the domestic front no more than it settles
the question at the battle front, largely because it ignores the key way to understand gender—not
as a role, much less a static and dichotomous set of differences between women and men, but
as a performance, a relational act (Butler, 1990). Men and women perform gender, sometimes
creatively and often uncreatively, and provoke others to perform gender.

MANAGEMENT

In the 1970s Marlene Sanders, one of the first female network news correspondents, became the
first woman named as a network vice president on the news side. But until recently, little work
was available about or by those few women who made it to the top. This makes Katharine Graham
(1997) notable for her candid description of becoming Washington Post publisher: although her
father had owned the paper, her involvement was minimal—primarily social—until the suicide
of her husband in 1963. More critically, world-wide, corporations, including news organizations,
have been and remain reluctant to promote women to executive positions. No wonder that Hem-
linger and Linton’s (2002) report on newsrooms’ gendered glass ceiling was subtitled Still Fight-
ing an Uphill Battle. In the US, in 2006, 18 percent of large newspaper publishers were women.
Women held 30 percent of all executive jobs at daily newspapers, concentrated in a few chains,
and are 35 percent of television news managers. Women are 20 percent of the top executives at
network news companies and only 12 percent of the boards of directors of news and entertain-
ment companies, according to Annenberg’s study “No Room at the Top” (available at http://
www.appcpenn.org). Yet, it is potentially contradictory to complain that 46 percent of female
executives in the media/entertainment companies and 38 percent of the female news executives
are in communications/marketing/PR, human resources or government relations (i.e., seen col-
lectively as “woman’s sphere”) but also to justify, as the report does, women’s executive potential
in terms of their distinctive communication skills and knowledge of the female market.

The suggestion that women and men “execute’ leadership differently parallels other dichot-
omized notions: “feminine” management style is more interpersonal, democratic, constructive,
collaborative; while “masculine management is more autocratic, competitive, defensive. In any
case, statistically men run most papers in both categories (Arnold & Nesbitt, 20006).

At a minimum, the attention to management betrays dissatisfaction with the argument about
the impact of women reporters. For example, women are editors of 19 percent of New Zealand’s
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newspapers, but nearly 50 percent of the reporters. Judy McGregor (2006), the first woman to
edit a major paper in New Zealand and now an Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner,
asserts that representing women’s distinctive perspective and undoing the male-ness of news
requires women in top management. Notably, during the years (1999-2003) the Sarasota Herald
Tribune had women as its publisher, executive editor, managing editor, and two assistant manag-
ing editors, it carried the same content as other papers, with same percentage of female sources.
But that paper’s all-female management team was perceived as offering, as promised, an atmo-
sphere of openness and transparent decision making (Everbach, 2006).

TELEVISION REPORTING

The continuing emphasis on women’s physical appearance cannot be ignored here. Nancy Dick-
erson, whose five minute afternoon newscast in 1963 made her the first woman to host a news
show, was also the first to be promoted as an attractive woman, but certainly not the last. Net-
works have promoted attractive women not ready for big-time prominence, such as Sally Quinn,
a Washington Post writer who quickly failed as a CBS co-anchor in 1973. A journalistically-
inexperienced Jessica Savitch was promoted when market researchers found that she “scored as
high with men, who saw her as a sex object, as with women, who saw her as a role model” (Blair,
1988, p. 168). Two decades later, BBC war reporter Kate Adie complains that even female war
correspondents, including her, are judged by their appearance; she says TV management prefers
women with “cute faces and cute bottoms” to those with journalistic experience. And women’s
attractiveness has limited shelf life, as Christine Craft (1986) demonstrated. Having been “made
over” as a platinum blonde for CBS, Craft was demoted after eight months in 1981 as co-anchor
for an ABC affiliate. The reason was focus group data indicated she was “too old, too unattractive
and wouldn’t defer to men.”

Beginning in 1968 the US Federal Communications Commission encouraged broadcasters
to hire more women; but this took time. In 1971 five of the 60 on-air correspondents in NBC’s
news division were women and all off-air women were secretaries, researchers, or assistants,
“dead-end” jobs to which no men were assigned. Now that women hold about 40 percent of
US network news jobs (Bulkeley, 2004), the issue is network status, the ultimate mark of status
in television. Having been hired and promoted for their good looks, do women now have the
gravitas—or whatever ratings systems measure—required to anchor high status shows? In 2007
Katie Couric became the first woman to anchor, solo, a network evening newscast. Much of Cou-
ric’s potential rides on appearance—in her case, visibly remade. Granted, pushed by the “hard”
numbers of focus groups, appearance is becoming increasing important for men. Nonetheless,
extraordinary, albeit contradictory, amounts of public criticism have been directed at Couric’s
hair, clothes, and make-up. The New York Times announced its conclusion in a typical headline
(July 12, 2007): “Now the News: Couric Still Isn’t One of the Boys.” Narrowly defined standards
for appearance continue to be crucial in determining who gets hired, how they are used, and how
long they last on television.

SEX AND SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Among the most studied newsroom topics is the journalist-source relationship. When the jour-
nalist is female—because most sources are people in power and most people in power are
male—the relationship is particularly fraught. Many women journalists believe that manipulat-
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ing their sexuality gives them an edge with their sources (Chambers et al., 2004; Robertson,
1992). Male reporters resent their female colleagues for enjoying what men are convinced is a
competitive edge. On the other hand, deploying sexuality can backfire against women, as seen
in 2007, when Univision demoted a television anchor for her relationship with the mayor of Los
Angeles, and a Chicago anchor was fired for an inferred relationship with a male source. Mean-
while, sex and sexuality are remarkably understudied—referring here to relationships among
journalists and to sources, to the relevance of journalists’ and public’s attitudes about sex, and
to the possible impact of sexuality and sexual orientation (i.e., whether this matters in ways
equivalent to gender.)

If women reporters long avoided making allegations of sexual harassment, the 1990s
saw dramatic increases in harassment complaints and new legal remedies. Reporters continued
to imply either that they transcend their bodies or that their embodied experiences never influ-
ence them. Still, a 1992 Associated Press Managing Editors survey found that about 2 percent
of men and 11 percent of women journalists said sexual harassment or fear of it had affected
their work; nearly 30 percent of women journalists surveyed said they had been sexually (non-
physically) harassed by co-workers (Walsh-Childers, Chance, & Herzog, 1996).

After a flurry of attention, the controversy abated. Perhaps the trend toward professional-
ism and middle-class respectability slightly dented the bohemian “pub culture,” long seen as
inherent to journalism and much romanticized by male journalists. But more than one-third of
32 women journalists in Israel, where approximately 37 percent of newspaper staffs are female,
reported experiencing either sexual harassment (mainly verbal) or sexist contempt from sources
(Lachover, 2005). Notably, these women rarely described themselves as victims or even defined
the behavior as sexual harassment; they ignored it, in the name of professionalism. The willing-
ness to flirt with men who treat women as sexual objects is seemingly evident around the world,
especially among sports journalists, who also may consistently endure the most overt non-sexual
harassment, from athletes and male sports reporters (Chambers et al., 2004). Most, but not all,
women accept the sexual attentions of co-workers or sources as part of journalism culture.

MAGAZINES

Beasley (2001) calls for evaluating women journalists with broader criteria than applied to men.
She would extend the definition of journalism to embrace informative material with wide popular
appeal and include as journalists talk show hosts, advice columnists, and public relations pro-
fessionals. The idea has had little take up, perhaps because redefining publicists and occasional
columnists as journalists may fuel suspicions of women reporters. But Beasley’s point bears on
the question of women’s magazines. Journalists and feminists world-wide have disdained and
distanced themselves from women’s magazines. Nonetheless, for centuries avid readers have
regarded women’s magazines as providing useful information. Women’s magazines have under-
stood their scope, albeit perhaps less in recent decades, to embrace social and political contro-
versies, including birth control, food safety legislation, and child labor. Not unimportantly, the
popularity of women’s magazines proved to newspaper executives and advertisers that women
were desirable consumers (Zuckerman, 1998). Many women’s magazines in the US, Europe, and
Asia were at least initially published and/or edited by men. Yet, eventually these became sites
where women could achieve high levels of responsibility, even if women editors adopted and
promoted sexist stereotypes.

As with newspaper reportage on women and women'’s issues, magazine content was long
assumed to influence (i.e., to limit) how women see themselves and how society views women.
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More recent scholarship emphasizes the potential for playful counter-hegemonic or opposition-
al readings by readers. Both approaches ignore magazines’ newsroom policies and processes.
Among the exceptions, Ferguson (1983) found that UK women’s magazine editors defined them-
selves as professionals and defined professional success in economic/monetary terms. A genera-
tion later, editors may describe themselves in similar language, as “high priestesses” who know
what is best and deserve the “divine right” to autonomy. But motivational research and, more
recently, life-style research are increasingly powerful; they determine how women’s magazines
(similar to women’s pages) construct and attract readers (Winship, 1987; Gough-Yates, 2003). In
highly parallel ways, new markets of masculine readers are jointly co-constructed by publishers,
journalists, and advertisers (Nixon, 1996).

METHODS AND PROBLEMS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Lerner (1975) argued against the notion that any single framework or factor, or even eight-factor
explanation, can describe the history of women. She famously described “compensatory” and
“contribution” history, which judge women by male standards, as merely the first two stages in
women’s history. Notably, of 76 books and articles about women journalists, 71 were categorized
as compensatory or contribution history; five developed new categories, periodization systems,
concepts, and methods (Mitchell, 1990). Gender history is still at this transitional stage. More
contextualized historical research on how men and women work, including how maleness and
femaleness has figured in the newsroom, will contribute to the synthesis Lerner called for; re-
search may get at successes and failures in attempts to challenge conventional definitions of pro-
fessionalism, including how gender can work, or be worked against, in the newsroom. Untapped
documentary sources for individuals and organizations are far-flung and often difficult to locate
but do exist; some archival sources are even available electronically.

Feminist methods suggest, inter alia, expanding the scope of research materials. Journal-
ists” autobiographies, memoirs, and oral histories are inherently unreliable as research materials,
given the form itself and the fact that these texts are edited for a public audience; but they are no
more unreliable than other forms. They are especially useful when analyzed collectively (Steiner,
1997). Autobiographies and oral histories allow reporters to be self-reflective and self-critical,
and to explain why they entered or quit the newsroom. If our behaviors reflect our sense of what
others expect of us, then popular culture representations of journalists are also worth investigat-
ing, especially newsroom-set novels written by women reporters. The Image of the Journalist in
Popular Culture project (http://www.ijpc.org) maintains an extensive bibliography.

Ethnographic fieldwork that is informed by feminist theorizing and methodology is difficult
but important in analyzing informal practices and cultures of mainstream and alternative news-
rooms. Gough-Yates’s (2003) plan for fieldwork on women’s magazines floundered when insid-
ers, perhaps suspecting that her feminist politics would lead to yet another hatchet job, refused
her access. Nonetheless, fieldwork may help explain newsroom culture and the intersections of
work and family responsibilities. Whether ambitious women reporters remain less apt than other
women, and far less than male colleagues, to marry or to stay married requires more study. In the
absence of total restructuring of all workplaces and of the stubbornly persistent expectations that
women must be the primary care-takers, women—but also men—may have useful proposals for
helping newsrooms to accommodate and support healthy interpersonal relationships, families,
and working parents. The most effective suggestions will emerge from fieldwork.

Conversely, interviews and surveys are relatively straight-forward, cheap, and popular but
over-used and decreasingly productive methods. Even focus groups do not successfully prod
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respondents to confront thorny issues that warrant continued attention, such as women’s net-
working or sexual harassment. Content analyses of published or broadcast stories produces at
best inconclusive, shallow data, given that journalism is a complicated, institutional, thoroughly
mediated and partly anonymous process. Therefore, and since even bylines may be non-gendered
or pseudonyms, most large-scale studies of news representations of “gender” (again, that is,
women) ignore who specifically produces that news. Lavie and Lehman-Wilzig (2005) properly
describe data from their study of Israel’s two major public radio stations as internally and exter-
nally inconsistent. Their content analyses found “gender otherness” in topic selection, with male
editors preferring “hard” news while women tended to emphasize soft news; but their question-
naire yielded minimal differences in how male and female editors defined the functions of news.
The paradoxical results required considerable explanation by the authors. For example, since the
gap between declared news values and actual editorial behavior was wider among female edi-
tors than men, they suggest that women, being newer to journalism, are more ambivalent about
new trends toward more feminine journalism. They conclude that women must “overcome their
‘professional-psychological block’ about being true to their innate value system” (p. 84). Alter-
natively, we might abandon the notion of an innate gender value system.

Crucial for a robust useable understanding of gender in the newsroom are transnational ap-
proaches, despite the difficulties of language skills and other resources necessary for scholarly
attention to newsrooms around the world. Survey data is fragmentary, outdated, and cannot be
reliably compared. That said, 1990s data collected in Weaver (1998) and other sources suggest
that women are about 33 percent to 38 percent of the journalism workforce (but then journal-
ists are only 10 to 15 percent of newspaper employees) in many countries, including China,
Australia, and Hungary. Women are 15 percent in Korea; 25 percent to 42 percent in Britain and
Spain, Canada, Germany, and Brazil; and nearly 50 percent in Finland, Estonia, and Lithuania.
Nearly everywhere these percentages are significantly higher among journalists under 30. That
is, as decades go by, more (new) women are being hired, although whether this evinces continu-
ing intolerance of older women, presumed to be less attractive, or women’s movement into jobs
permitting greater stability is unclear.

Apart from such demographic data, internationalized discussions of newsrooms in countries
outside the US or UK often ignore gender. Very little, at least of what is published in English,
is comparative (Robinson, 2005). The parallels around the world in sexism and gender are re-
markable, as are global shifts toward new technologies, to celebrity and lifestyle reporting, and
decision making by marketing and advertising. Research is necessary to determine whether terms
such as sexism and gender have consistent meanings across countries and cultures, as well as
over time. Persuasive discussions of gender identities at work in newsrooms in various countries
(for example, see deBruin and Ross, 2004) take gender as a persistent, universalizable issue;
but, geographical and cultural differences referenced in those small-scale studies also suggest
the need for much larger scale, comparative research. At a minimum, issues of national ideology
would complicate the question of whether newsroom routines represent professional norms or a
specifically white male prism.

More to the point, numbers do not explain where or how gender is meaningful, when and
how women have cracked the glass ceiling in terms of senior-level management, how gender
compounds (or does not) problems of castes, ethnicity, religion, marital or domestic status. How
does color bear on the career trajectories of journalists? What about marital status? In Sweden,
where women are almost 50 percent of journalists but 26 percent of senior managers, female top
managers were more likely than men to marry other senior managers (i.e., gained professional
and economic capital through marriage); and had more mentors (Djerf-Pierre, 2005). That is, al-
though Toril Moi (1999) generally assumed that female gender capital is negative and maleness is
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positive capital, these Swedish women countered the negative gender capital by amassing social
capital. When must women adopt distasteful professional values for the sake of career advance-
ment, and when can these norms be challenged or transformed? What are the consequences for
resistance? Why do so many women journalists distance themselves from the feminist move-
ment? Conversely, what are the important features of distinct cultural and geographic arenas?

CONCLUSION

Covert (1981) was among the first to observe that journalism history celebrated independence
and individual autonomy, thereby ignoring the influences of family and friendship networks.
Journalism itself was written in terms of conflict, controversy, and competition, which Covert
took to reflect men’s interest in winning. Covert contrasted this masculine language to women’s
values: concord, harmony, affiliation, and community. But well before Covert’s provocative and
fruitful essay, the debate has been whether sexual identity (i.e., of women) trumped professional-
ism, meaning that, at least with sufficient numbers, women would change the newsroom.

While this continues to drive considerable research, claims about women’s distinct news
values have become internally and externally contradictory. First, the claim constructs women
journalists as ever and always sharing a fixed standpoint as homemakers and parents. It ignores
how gender may go in and out of focus. It ignores contemporary differences in experience and
standpoint by virtue of race, sexual orientation, and religion. Decrying the lack of women cov-
ering politics, Anna Ford, an outspoken BBC newscaster, said: “We might have put different
questions from those of the middle-aged, middle-class, white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant men” (in
Sebba, 1994, p. 249). This counterposes a singular “we” to men correctly treated as speaking
through sex as well as class, race, age, ethnicity.

Rush (2004) asserts that women always and everywhere get what is left over—this amounts
to one-quarter to one-third—of symbolic representation, status, and salary. Similarly, Melin-Hig-
gins (2004) quotes a European journalist who argues that newsrooms are so wracked by gender-
based power, conflict, and culture clashes that they require guerilla warfare. Women journalists
can take on the role of the “woman journalist” as defined by the dominant culture; challenge male
supremacy by becoming one of the boys; or challenge the very “doxa” of journalism by becom-
ing one of the girls, making journalism more feminine. But, in the twenty-first century women
are no longer always confined to a woman’s ghetto or called unfeminine if they infiltrate the
newsroom. Rush’s “Ratio of Recurrent and Reinforced Residuum” no longer holds. Moreover,
not only have feminists changed newsrooms and privileged soft news and women’s forms, but the
very forms that Melin-Higgins promotes as oppositional are precisely the ones marketers seek.
Historical work must take seriously how women have changed journalism, in part, by inventing
forms never before credited to women. Perhaps once these softer forms became normalized and
“hardened,” they were redefined as conventional: sob sisters and front-page stunt girls morphed
over the century into civic journalists and enterprise journalists. Even discarding the essential-
izing and universalizing dynamic, to conclude from data showing few sex differences that organi-
zational constraints force women to reproduce existing masculinist practices ignores widespread
social changes, including in journalism, where hard/soft binaries have been radically blurred.
Claims about gender differences in reporting and editing are caught in philosophical, empirical,
and methodological traps. Put bluntly, the solution is not multi-method approaches to gender ef-
fects in the newsroom, but asking new questions.

Gender remains an important issue, from war reporting (where the stress of putting bodies
on the line is marked by problems in intimate relationships and substance abuse among men and
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women) to political cartooning (where, women remain under 5 percent of those employed). Lin-
gering gender effects need to be addressed as they intersect with other structural problems, such
as newsroom fiscal policies that compound the likelihood of exploitation of women. For example,
the increase in the women, who are especially likely to be stringers or freelancers even as foreign
correspondents, may reflect a profit-driven shift to cheaper workers. Certainly sexism and using
women sexually continues in society and in newsrooms. Indeed, accusing women of reproducing
masculinist assumptions does not solve the problem of using women on air to add spice, drama,
and sex appeal as well as encouraging newswomen to express disdain for women (say, for their
dress or sexuality) and feminism. That is, because men can no longer get away with crude sexism,
at least in the elite press and network news, women are providing intellectual “cover” for news
organizations.

Some of the gender logic is self-fulfilling, as when data showing that women are less likely
(45 percent as opposed to 55 percent) to read newspapers are said to show women’s inability
to find stories relevant to their interests; but a circulation drop under female-led management
is attributed to over-all circulation declines (Everbach, 2006). The notion that women and men
are opposites is even more misguided when women are associated with all “good” qualities,
here referring to suggestions that women journalists tend to privilege readers’ needs, prefer nu-
ance, emphasize contexts, and cover a broader agenda than men, who engage in pack journal-
ism because they are worrying about their competitors (Christmas, 1997). Celebrating women’s
styles as if women can do no wrong overstates women'’s preference for consensus and concord.
Insisting that women express such sentiment is potentially distorting, both methodologically and
affectively. Feminine is not always the opposite of masculine. It ignores crucial feminist insights
on the arbitrary constructedness of gender.

Indeed, dichotomous thinking is unproductive. Instead of describing a female journalism,
which depends on hard/soft and neutrality/subjectivity binaries, we might imagine a feminist
journalism. Feminist theorizing suggests the value of more contextual and situated journalistic
forms that get at reasons, consequences, impacts; and of collaborative, non-competitive, horizon-
tal work structures that allow for integrating domestic responsibilities. Encouraging journalists
to revise, if not reinvent, ways of understanding and representing human action is commendable.
New kinds of newsrooms and new forms of print, broadcast, and online journalism require a new
political sensibility and feminist epistemology, not women’s innate values. Experiments in news-
room structures, content, policy and decision-making emerging from feminist theorizing and
critique are necessary if journalism is to serve the ongoing political and social needs of people
who are embodied, and who may be particularly disadvantaged by class and race.
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Convergence and Cross-Platform
Content Production

Thorsten Quandt and Jane B. Singer

The buzzword “convergence” has become a synonym for rapid developments in media technol-
ogy, markets, production, content, and reception. The term broadly refers to the blending or
merging of formerly distinct media technologies, mainly based on digitization processes, though
the issues extend beyond those raised by the technology itself. Journalism researchers have pri-
marily focused on “newsroom convergence,” particularly in relation to changes in work routines
and organizational structures connected to the production of content across media platforms. A
related, and more recent, focus of investigation has expanded the meaning of the term to include
a convergence of the roles of journalists and audience members within a networked digital envi-
ronment.

This chapter begins by defining convergence and outlining some of its overall effects within
the newsroom. We then turn to several key branches of convergence research, involving news-
room roles and routines, journalistic content, and the contributions of online users. We consider
technological, social, and ethical aspects of convergence, concluding with suggestions for future
research.

BEHIND THE BUZZWORD: APPROACHES TO CONVERGENCE

Over the past twenty years, far-reaching transformations have rocked modern societies around
the globe. Many of the changes have been linked to rapid developments in computer technology
and communication networks affecting nearly all aspects of social life, including the economy,
politics, science, and the arts. The organization of public communication has been undergo-
ing an especially dramatic shift. The once-stable system of mainstream mass media now faces
competition from multi-faceted, constantly mutating information and entertainment sources, to
which people connect through interactive technologies such as computers, mobile phones, per-
sonal digital assistants (PDAs), and gaming consoles. The term “convergence”—which origi-
nally meant simply an increasing correspondence between two phenomena or entities, such as
two media technologies, that might come together at some future point—has been stretched to
cover all these connotations.

The variety of possible interpretations led to the conclusion that “Convergence is a danger-
ous word!” as early as the mid-1990s (Silverstone, 1995)—and the discussion has not become
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much more focused since. “Convergence” has been used to describe the blurring of boundaries
between fixed and mobile communications; broadcast, telephone, mobile, and home networks;
media, information, and communication; and most notably, telecommunications, media, and
information technology. In its media context, the term has also been applied to technological
developments such as the integration of video on the Internet, marketing efforts involving cross-
promotion of media partners, and corporate mergers.

Although differing in many aspects, all of the approaches to convergence incorporate the
notion of a process, and most stress the technological basis of developments. This has led to
the common misunderstanding that technology “drives” media change, a technological deter-
minism that ignores social factors. Social scientists have instead stressed the human aspects of
technological development, for instance describing how people use and make sense of new tools.
Journalism practitioners and journalism studies scholars have concentrated primarily on the pro-
duction of content for multiple media platforms and the associated changes in work routines,
skills, and newsroom culture. For those in the field of journalism, then, the term “convergence”
has a particular specialized and socially relevant meaning (Quinn, 2005a).

However, some variations exist here, as well. In the United States, “converged” news orga-
nizations have been defined mainly as those in which newspaper staff members create content
for television and vice versa, typically with both also contributing to an associated Web site.
The partnerships have generally resulted in something less than full convergence, which ideally
entails planning and producing stories based on use of each medium’s strengths. Instead, most
involve cross-promotion of the partnered products but retain elements of competition among
journalists in the different newsrooms (Dailey, Demo, & Spillman, 2005). This basic type of
cross-media production can be witnessed around the globe as a relatively cautious attempt to
cope with technological change and associated user expectations. The question of how to do
journalism in a networked digital environment has been especially important for large media
companies, which often have material for various media platforms—for instance, television and
print—and are interested in developing synergistic strategies for using it. The simplest solution is
to “shovel” content from one platform to another.

A more common—and more sophisticated—convergence approach has been to produce par-
allel content for two media platforms, of which one is digital. With this cross-platform content
production, journalists are moving away from creating stories for a single medium; instead, they
are gathering information in a content pool and disseminating it in a variety of formats, including
not only the Internet but, increasingly, portable devices such as cellular phones and PDAs (see
Figure 10.1). Journalists thus must learn to communicate effectively using a more multi-faceted
vocabulary of media technologies than they did in the past.

Despite these substantial changes in the news production process, this model of convergence
continues to depend on a central institution to collect and disseminate information. In many
ways, this remains a “mass media,” top-down approach to publishing. However, convergence of
media formats around an online delivery platform opens up the journalists’ work to the other core
characteristic of the Internet: Not only is it based on digital information, and therefore capable of
supporting multiple types of content, but it is, of course, also a network—not just technologically
but also in a social sense of connecting communicative agents, both individuals and institutional-
ized actors.

This latter change has far-reaching implications. Networks are not necessarily based on cen-
tralization; although they typically have central and peripheral parts, and are subject to power
laws that affect information distribution, their structure is not hierarchical in the traditional sense
(Monge & Contractor, 2003; Scott, 2000). Thus a “converged” digital news product can also
include information, in various formats, from users—people who in the past were a more or less
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Figure 10.1 Converged production via central content pool.

passive audience for journalistic output. This broadening of the media space through user and
community participation represents a form of convergence that is likely to be an even greater
challenge to journalists than the one posed by the need to master new tools and techniques.

Since the Internet is both a technological and a social network, information can circulate
from one communicator node to many others without the help of an institutional “mass medium”
(see Figure 10.2). As a result, convergence between producers and consumers creates what Bruns
(2005) calls “produsage.” This shift affects not just the way journalists go about their jobs but
also the way they conceptualize those jobs and their roles within society. The nature of public
communication also is subject to change, with the potential for greater inclusion of individuals
and communities.

Some researchers envision a society in which institutionalized media have a diminishing
role or even disappear altogether once every citizen in the network can obtain a personalized set
of information from every possible source without the need for an institutionalized pre-selection
authority called “journalism” (Deuze, 2006a, 2006b; Haas, 2005; Hartley, 2000; Jenkins, 2006;
Nip, 2006). Others question whether most people want such a radical model (Hanitzsch, 2006;
Schonbach, 1997); after all, institutionalized forms of journalism guarantee a certain product
quality, reduce the complexity of social communication and the work necessary to create it, and
offer society a shared meaning in the form of content that reaches mass audiences. Indeed, empir-
ical signs of a very limited acceptance of participatory forms throughout many Western countries
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FIGURE 10.2 Network communication.

seem to support a critical position (Paulussen, Heinonen, Domingo, & Quandt, 2007), as does a
long-standing pattern of unfulfilled hopes that new media technologies will significantly expand
participation in civic affairs (McQuail, 2000, p. 160). Whether today’s digital technologies will
produce different social effects remains to be seen.

Regardless of what the future holds, the changes within journalism clearly are substantial,
and recent developments that stress user input and the role of communities only increase the
challenges. Scholarly investigation of journalistic convergence has therefore been multi-faceted.
The following section looks more closely at research into three central aspects of convergence
that directly affect journalists and journalism: its effects on newsroom roles and routines, as well
as on the content that journalists create, and the implications of online users’ participation in
content production.

CONVERGENCE RESEARCH: STUDIES AND PERSPECTIVES

Processes of media convergence are neither new nor exclusive to the Internet: Many leaps in
media technologies over the years have led to integration of formerly distinct media products and
functions. However, the pervasive nature of the current shift, as well as the maturation of journal-
ism studies as a field of inquiry, means that digital media have been scrutinized extensively and
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intensively throughout their development. For scholars, the result has been something of a para-
digm shift, with rapidly evolving frames of reference and objects of observation. For journalists
who until very recently produced content for a single media product that they alone controlled
and to which they alone contributed, ongoing changes have meant new outlets, production struc-
tures, and work rules.

The impact of these changes has been both significant and variable. Indeed, convergence
is best seen as what Boczkowski (2004) calls “a contingent process in which actors may follow
diverging paths as a result of various combinations of technological, local, and environmental
factors” (p. 210). This section looks at scholarly research into these trends and factors. We begin
with studies that have explored the effects of cross-platform production on journalists’ roles and
routines.

Inside the Newsroom: Roles and Routines

Much of the scholarly examination of convergence has focused on its effects on the way jour-
nalists “make news” (Bardoel & Deuze, 2001; Singer, 2004b). It builds on an extensive body
of work in the sociology of news that has yielded insights into how journalists go about turning
occurrences and, to a lesser extent, ideas and issues into a news product ready for dissemination
to the public.

A related area of academic exploration has focused on journalists’ societal roles, particularly
in providing the information that citizens in a democracy need for effective self-government
(Gans, 2003; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001). The gatekeeping role has perhaps been the one most
explicitly affected by technological developments, as the Internet and associated digital tech-
nologies take control over at least some news gathering and selection routines out of journalists’
hands. In a traditional media environment, the journalist selects a relatively limited number of
stories for dissemination and rejects the rest, seeing to it that “the community shall hear as a fact
only those events which the newsman, as the representative of his culture, believes to be true”
(White, 1950, p. 390). But in an environment in which anyone can publish virtually anything, the
concept of discrete gates through which information must pass ceases to be a useful conceptual-
ization of how “news” reaches the public—and if there are no gates, there can be no gatekeep-
ers (Williams & Delli Carpini, 2000). Related media roles, such as that of agenda setters, are
similarly contested as the mass media audience has fragmented at the same time as the number
of information providers has expanded exponentially. Moreover, the journalistic norms that have
evolved to safeguard such roles, notably the fiercely guarded ethic of professional independence,
are open to challenge in a participatory, networked information environment.

A number of studies of newsroom convergence have examined its effects on these roles and
routines. The dominant methodologies have been ethnographic observations, typically in the
form of case studies of selected news organizations, and questionnaires. One of the most consis-
tent findings has been that many, though not all, journalists have approached convergence with
considerable trepidation. A relatively early move toward convergence by the BBC in Britain was
met with resentment and frustration from journalists who felt that their special skills were valued
less highly than before and that the accompanying changes within the newsroom had unsettled
“professional status, traditional hierarchies, (and) career opportunities,” among other negative
effects (Cottle & Ashton, 1999, p. 39). In Germany, early approaches to converging newsrooms
led to professional and sometimes even personal differences between journalists with varying
backgrounds. Some of the efforts to bundle the production for several media in one company
or even an integrated newsroom resulted in severe organizational problems and subsequent eco-
nomic failure; the “electronic media” plans for the national German daily FAZ were one example
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(Quandt, 2005). In the United States, a national survey of newsroom managers and staffers in
2002 indicated that journalists saw media companies, rather than practitioners or the public, as
the biggest beneficiaries of convergence (Huang, Davison, Shreve, Davis, Bettendorf, & Nair,
2006).

There is a systemic reason for such problems with acceptance in the newsrooms: Conver-
gence suggests a potential business model in which multi-skilled journalists produce more con-
tent for little or no increased cost to the organization (Quinn, 2005b). In general, journalists,
trained to be skeptical, tend to distrust organizations where the benefits of required change are
unclear (Killebrew, 2003) or even, to some, downright suspect.

It remains to be seen whether such critical or even oppositional perspectives represent mere-
ly initial, temporary skepticism or a lasting problem. In her case studies of converged newsrooms
in the United States, Singer found that although some journalists were unhappy with specific as-
pects of convergence, they generally supported the idea and even believed converged operations
could enhance their public service mission (Singer, 2004a, 2004b, 2006). Bressers and Meeds
(2007), focusing on the convergence of newspaper and online operations, suggest four areas that
might help predict levels of integration: organizational and management issues, communica-
tion and attitudinal issues, physical proximity and equipment-sharing issues, and workflow and
content issues. Taken together, these suggest a potentially significant shift in newsroom culture,
and other scholarly investigation also has highlighted the importance of this change; the blending
of cultural dynamics specific to individual media is seen as key to the success of convergence
(Lawson-Borders, 2003).

Differing media routines, particularly those of print and broadcast journalists, have the po-
tential to lead to problems including stereotyping, conflicts over staffing and time management,
and difficulties related to news flow (Silcock & Keith, 2006). Singer (2004a) suggested that con-
vergence was propelling print journalists, in particular, to undergo a process of resocialization,
though many still thought of online and broadcast counterparts as distinctly separate and had
little communication with them. Moreover, newsroom routines and structures did not translate
seamlessly across platforms, and competitive tendencies could block even low-impact requests
for cooperation or information sharing among convergence partners. A survey-based study by
Filak (2004) indicated that print journalists saw their professional culture as superior to that of
broadcast journalists—and broadcast journalists similarly saw their own culture as superior to
that of print; moreover, these inter-group biases tended to be commonly held and believed by
members of each news culture. The author emphasized the need for news organizations seeking
to converge their newsrooms to involve both groups in planning, in order to minimize the likeli-
hood that the impetus is perceived as coming from an outgroup and thus rejected.

Scholars studying these and other complexities of managing this cultural change have argued
that organizations must demonstrate their commitment to convergence as part of their mission
and philosophy, making it simply part of the way they conduct business (Lawson-Borders, 2003).
Clear communication from management that convergence is both supported and expected is es-
sential (Quinn, 2005b). More specifically, Killebrew’s (2003) overview of issues facing managers
of converged newsrooms emphasized the need for thorough and specific staff training; a carefully
designed action plan to foster understanding across all levels of the organization; and open, ongo-
ing conversation to address any value discrepancies and dispel corporate myths.

Empirical studies have both underlined these needs and documented the not-infrequent failure
to address them. A survey of US newspaper executives highlighted the importance of inclusiveness
of online staff at daily news planning sessions, as well as the use of a central news desk to handle
stories for multiple platforms—something a majority of news operations did not yet actually have
(Bressers, 2006; Bressers & Meeds, 2007). Singer (2004b) identified a perceived lack of training
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as a barrier to convergence, mainly because it fostered fear about the perceived complexity of
the tools needed for cross-platform content production. Her studies also highlighted the impor-
tance of open interpersonal communication channels, particularly among journalists in partnered
newsrooms, and described management attempts to alleviate concerns about motives and values
by allowing journalists to define the extent of their own involvement—which tended to result in
relatively low levels of participation in convergence activities, particularly in larger newsrooms.

One significant sticking point has involved compensation—or more accurately, the lack of
it. Not surprisingly, news staffers who responded to Huang et al.’s (2006) national survey in the
United States thought they should be paid for producing stories for different media platforms,
but their newsroom bosses disagreed. Singer’s case studies also indicated that resentment of
what journalists saw as extra work for no extra pay affected both overall morale and openness
to convergence in some newsrooms (Singer, 2004b). Unions representing journalists have raised
concerns about convergence in several countries, including the United States (Glaser, 2004) and
Great Britain; in the latter, the National Union of Journalists (2007) has negotiated “enabling
agreements” with media companies and issued convergence guidelines that address, among other
issues, pay, time demands, and training.

Content Considerations: Multi Format Story Telling

Another, related strand of research has sought to understand the effect of newsroom convergence
on content, drawing primarily on a series of content analyses. Early research on the impact of the
Internet as a “unified” publication channel with multimedia capacities and interactivity potential
implied that journalists would be free from the constraints of print and broadcasting, and thus
able to invent new ways to tell stories that fully used the new medium’s potential (Heinonen,
1999; Hibbert, 1998; Kimber, 1997; Newhagen & Levy, 1998; Pavlik, 1999). However, when
newsrooms actually began wrestling with convergence, concerns emerged about a decline in the
quality of both reporting and disseminating the news due to time constraints, lack of adequate
experience or training with new tools, and, ultimately, a decrease in staffing levels.

Attempts to empirically assess these concerns have yielded mixed results. Some findings
support the fears. For instance, online journalists have to work in considerably shorter production
cycles than their newspaper peers because of continuous deadlines and the pressure from com-
peting news organizations for constantly updated news (Quandt, 2005). Since the fastest media
outlet affects update cycles of the others, this “turbo journalism” can influence news partners in
converged environments. Furthermore, qualification levels in online journalism seem to be lower
than in traditional print media, at least in some countries (Quandt et al., 2006).

A content analysis by Huang, Rademakers, Fayemiwo, and Dunlap (2004) assessed the
“quality” of the Tampa Tribune, the newspaper partner in a pioneering US convergence effort,
across dimensions of enterprise, significance, fairness and balance, authoritativeness, and local-
ization. The researchers found that three years into its convergence experiment, the paper had not
suffered a loss of quality. However, Tribune journalists were not engaged in significant amounts
of cross-platform reporting at the time of their study in 2003; rather, most of the convergence
efforts involved sharing tips and information, as well as cross-promoting the television and on-
line partner. Huang et al.’s national study (2006) indicated nearly 40 percent of US journalists
believed quality would decline—but the same number thought it would not. The researchers con-
cluded that there was no reason to be concerned that future journalists trained on multiple media
platforms would be jacks of all trades but masters of none or would produce worse reporting.

A recent content analysis of both mainstream print and online publications of German me-
dia, along with a companion study of international websites in four countries, hinted at a very
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limited use of interactive or multimedia elements even in a “converged” online environment. In
the international comparison, only the BBC*s content included and unified film, audio, and print
elements—perhaps due to the existence of these files in the BBC content pool and not merely as
a result of converged production. Furthermore, the online news products were limited in scope,
focusing on national political news and influenced by national news specifics. These mainstream
products did not fulfill the hopes that a converged technological platform would facilitate the
disappearance of communicative limitations and cultural borders (Quandt, 2008). Similarly, an
earlier study found that national boundaries and language zones were still structuring factors on
the Internet (Halavais, 2000).

These findings echo those from several earlier studies of online content. For example, stud-
ies in the 1990s found that media organizations were not effectively exploiting opportunities to
increase interactivity (Schultz, 1999), nor were they significantly incorporating links, graphics or
audio (Neuberger, Tonnemacher, Biebl, & Duck, 1998). These criticisms also remained in stud-
ies conducted several years later (Oblak, 2005; Rosenberry, 2005; for a longitudinal study with a
more positive verdict, see Greer & Mensing, 2004).

However, some of this criticism is based on problematic assumptions. Much of the research
on online content has focused on the sites’ formal characteristics, asking questions about the na-
ture and amount of technological interactivity or multimedia elements. The underlying premise
of such an approach implies an optimal use of the options inherent in the technology: The more
communicative channels and capacities are fully exploited, the “better” the medium’s use. Yet
previous communication research has shown this assumption to be wrong. Media effects research
indicates that media with a limited number of communication channels (such as newspapers)
can be superior in many respects to multi-channel media (such as television). Similarly, media
richness theory implies that the medium’s communicative capacities must match tasks or com-
municative problems in order to be optimally effective, so maximizing the options is not neces-
sarily the best approach (Daft & Lengel, 1984, 1986). These findings suggest that the somewhat
limited use of “converged” multimedia and interactive options in online journalism may be an
economically and socially sensible choice, in line with market conditions and user expectations,
rather than an indication of lagging development.

The discussion also neglects other developments of interest, such as the ways in which ad-
vances in media technologies might change the context of media use. For example, mobile Inter-
net access could have an impact on the integration of media into everyday routines, influencing
the reception of journalistic content. The so-called “triple play” integration of telecommunica-
tions, broadband applications, and entertainment media can be extended to “quadruple play” with
the addition of mobile services. In addition, companies such as Apple and Microsoft are trying
to combine entertainment and media functions with computer applications in domestic networks,
where a “digital hub” seamlessly connects a range of devices and information sources—a revival
of earlier “smart home” ideas (Aldrich, 2003; Harper, 2003). This change of domestic environ-
ments and information channels will likely change the way users think about content.

Moreover, the availability of computer and network technology in the domestic space gives
users another opportunity to produce and distribute content themselves. We will look at the im-
plications of this “user generated content” in more detail next.

User Generated Content: The (Hyper)Active Audience Tevisited

As described above, much of the literature on convergence has focused on the newsroom, con-
sidering the people and the products associated with conventional journalism produced by
mainstream news organizations. But the changes instigated by the shift to a networked digital
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media environment are more complex. A consideration of convergence would be incomplete
without acknowledgement of the fact that not only are journalists producing content for multiple
platforms, but users are, too—and some of that user-generated content is being disseminated
through traditional media outlets. Journalists and media organizations migrating online must also
deal with this fundamental change.

Growth of the Internet, along with advances both in broadband technology and user-friendly
web production software, means more people have attained the tools to produce content with
relative ease. An early sign of this enhanced accessibility was the emergence of the weblog or
blog. Blogs were initially regarded as a “diary” format of no journalistic interest, but their larger
implications and impact on public communication became apparent during crises, wars, and
political contests in the early to mid-2000s. Bloggers began reporting directly from places where
events occurred; they also contributed to political debates, both as information sources and public
voices.

Discussion is ongoing about the overlap between blogs and journalism, and between blog-
gers and journalists (Bruns, 2005; Lowrey, 2006; Neuberger, Nuernbergk, & Rischke, 2007;
Nip, 2006). Findings on the relationship between blogs and journalism are widely inconsistent
(Neuberger et al., 2007). Bloggers are seen as sources for journalists and as competition; blogs
are portrayed as everything from a complementary function to an irrelevant phenomenon to a
danger because of the lack of quality control, the possibility of manipulation, and so on. How-
ever, there seems to be some consensus that blogs are distinct from professional journalism
and that although they are unlikely to replace journalism, they are likely to alter it. Elements
advanced by bloggers and of increasing importance to mainstream journalists include a con-
versational writing style, immediacy, and a direct connection to readers. Yet few bloggers seek
to reach a mass audience or to be journalists themselves; their motivations tend to be more
personal (Neuberger et al., 2007). Little of the information they provide is exclusive; most of it
comes from elsewhere on the Internet, commonly from mainstream media. Still, blogs can be
influential and can even fulfill an agenda-setting function for both journalists and members of
the public (Haas, 2005).

In addition to blogs, other forms of collaborative or user-generated content have drawn in-
creasing public and scholarly recognition of their importance to journalism. The shift from in-
stitutionalized control over the publishing processes to user-driven offerings has been noted for
some time, but it became a focal point of interest with the advent of the “Web 2.0” idea (O’Reilly,
2005). Web 2.0 emphasizes social aspects in the latest generation of Web applications, includ-
ing social networking software and collaborative formats. This socio-technological convergence
brings together an older tradition of participatory, activist media and Internet publishing, pushed
both by the user’s expectations and technological advances. Collaborative formats include Wiki-
pedia, YouTube, Flickr, and MySpace, which are not necessarily journalistic in nature, and user-
driven online news such as OhMyNews, Indymedia, and Wikinews. These social network news
services offer much broader content than individual blogs.

By the mid-2000s, some mainstream media were beginning to include user-generated con-
tent in their own online news sites; and a few launched experimental platforms that were mostly
or fully community based, such as HasseltLokaal in Belgium. However, as of this writing, the
overall adoption of collaborative formats is generally low in the United States and many parts of
Europe (Domingo, Quandt, Heinonen, Paulussen, Singer, & Vujnovic, 2008).

Yet as outlined above, striking possibilities exist for a truly participatory media culture that
breaks the publication monopoly of institutionalized media. All stages of the communicative pro-
cess can be taken over by citizens, at least in principle. Access to information is much more open,
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and selection and filtering mechanisms are widely available. Processing, editing, and writing
tools are inexpensive and easy to obtain, as are the hardware and software needed for publishing
and distribution. Participation can happen during the news gathering and writing process, in the
organization and display of news, in the coordination and control of the editorial processes, and
in the technological delivery of information. As of the mid-2000s, most participation was occur-
ring at the levels of news commenting, gathering, and writing, but examples also had begun to
appear of moderators or communities taking over coordination and control functions, for instance
with the help of reputation systems.

Observers have wondered whether these trends toward socially converging media environ-
ments mean more democracy and public inclusion in the decision-making and communication
processes (Jenkins & Thorburn, 2003). This question has to be tackled in the context of societal
developments, and points beyond our discussion of changes inside journalism triggered by con-
vergence.

BEYOND THE MIDDLE RANGE: SOCIAL AND ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS

The issues of adoption and implementation described above fall mostly within the theoretical
“middle range” (Merton, 1957, p. 5) of concepts grounded in data analysis and lying between
minor working hypotheses and grand theoretical speculation. But many aspects of convergence,
such as the generation of journalistic content for multiple media platforms and the incorporation
of content created by people who are not journalists, raise broader issues. Convergence thus not
only affects the inner workings of journalism; it also has an impact on other societal spheres—
including political, economic, and cultural ones—that influence and are influenced by the exis-
tence and functions of journalism.

For example, like all Internet users, political and economic actors—from candidates to cor-
porations—can bypass journalists in order to communicate directly with others in the network.
Similarly, journalists have expanded and now have easier access to original source materials. This
access can speed up the journalistic process and foster openness. However, it can also have nega-
tive effects; lazy journalists may simply copy and paste online information, and if “googling”
counts for fact-checking, the door is open for manipulation and an erosion of quality standards.
Furthermore, economically driven downsizing of newsroom staff can lead to news production
that is no longer based on original investigation.

These potential dangers hint at possible changes in journalistic ideologies, which can also
be discussed in the context of the broader cultural sphere (Allan, 1999; Chalaby, 2000; Hanitz-
sch, 2007; Hartley, 1996). For instance, there is an ongoing discussion about copyright issues
and intellectual property in converging information environments. Collaborative Web sites such
as YouTube and Wikipedia contain material that has been copied from other sources; the large
scale of these copyright breaches and the vast amounts of readily available free online content
raise the possibility of a growing tolerance for copy and paste as a valid means of content pro-
duction.

Indeed, political, economic, and cultural changes raise a host of ethical issues. We briefly
turn to a few that involve journalistic ethics, which guide their relations to the broader society.
While ethics can be “a flag behind which to rally the journalistic troops in defense of commer-
cial, audience-driven or managerial encroachments” as well as an emblem of legitimacy (Deuze,
2005, p. 458), the normative principles that guide practitioners remain important criteria for
evaluating ongoing change.



140 QUANDT AND SINGER

Although all journalists emphasize public service as an overarching ethical norm and pro-
fessional commitment, observers have expressed concerns about the potential of convergence
to undermine this journalistic mission. Among the issues raised have been conflicts of interest
created by new corporate partnerships (Davis & Craft, 2000), a blurring of boundaries between
commercial and editorial operations (Williams, 2002), and an overemphasis on cross-promotion
rather than enhanced news coverage (Ketterer, Weir, Smethers, & Back, 2004).

Journalists themselves do not necessarily share these concerns. Singer’s case studies in 2003
indicated that many practitioners see newsroom convergence as facilitating the expression and
even expansion of their public service role by enabling the audience to get news in multiple,
complementary ways and to obtain a richer account informed by more resources. However, there
were doubters. Some journalists said reduced competition diminished their incentive to hustle to
get a story; others feared a drift toward overly sensationalistic or entertainment-oriented news
judgment and an excess amount of time or space devoted to promotional efforts rather than civi-
cally desirable information (Singer, 2006).

In addition to concerns associated with converged newsrooms, the transition to a converged
information space—a network in which everyone has the ability to produce and disseminate
content—also raises a number of ethical issues. Journalistic autonomy, particularly over deter-
mining the appropriateness of practitioners’ behavior, is called into question in a media environ-
ment filled with people more than eager to serve as watchdogs on the watchdogs (Singer, 2007).
Similarly, the nature of journalistic accountability changes. A request that the public simply trust
the journalist’s claims to be accurate, complete, and even-handed in gathering and presenting
the news shifts to an expectation, if not a demand, that the journalist use the capabilities of the
network to provide evidence for those claims (Hayes, Singer, & Ceppos, 2007). More broadly,
the transition from a gatekeeping role to a place within a network entails a change in the rationale
behind such journalistic norms as truth-telling and fairness. These ethical principles no longer
can be based on a belief that without the journalist, the public will not receive truthful or unbiased
information and thus will necessarily be misinformed. Rather, these ethical principles are vital
because they form the foundations of social relationships—and a network is constituted by such
relationships (Nel, Ward, & Rawlinson, 2007; Singer, forthcoming).

OUTLOOK: TECHNOLOGY, CONVERGENCE, AND THE FUTURE OF JOURNALISM

The converging media environment thus poses a number of challenges and opportunities for
journalism practitioners and scholars, who face both methodological and conceptual issues. For
instance, the standard tool of content analysis becomes far more complicated not only because
of the dynamic nature of the medium but also because of the inclusion of many more types of
sources than in the past—including users as well as journalists. Network analysis offers fruitful
avenues for exploration of all forms of digital communication (Tremayne, 2004) but to date has
been used by relatively few journalism scholars. In general, new or significantly revised research
methods will be needed to explore and understand the different forms of news and the sorts of
sources providing it.

Major conceptual work is also needed. Journalism researchers will need to define new roles
and new stages in the communication process to accommodate an expanded range of information
collectors, editors, and disseminators. Scholars who focus on media audiences also must revise
their thinking as lines separating information producers and consumers continue to blur. Some
members of the audience will become increasingly involved in the news-making process, but
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others will remain relatively passive consumers of information. In general, definitions of audi-
ences that are simultaneously more inclusive and more finely tuned will need to be developed
and tested.

Ongoing industry changes also affect journalism at a structural level in ways that need to be
more clearly understood. Journalism organizations are reconfiguring or even reinventing them-
selves as multimedia companies with different patterns of information gathering and dissemina-
tion than in the past. At a broader level, the function or role of journalism in society is open to
redefinition as practitioners wrestle with issues of identity and occupational turf (Lowrey, 2006)
in the new media environment. Longitudinal studies would be particularly valuable in tracing the
implementation and effects of fundamental industry and ideological change.

Indeed, the concerns of journalism scholars are necessarily interwoven with those of practi-
tioners. For instance, a world in which anyone can be a publisher necessarily raises the question
of whether anyone can also be a journalist. Both practitioners and scholars thus are wrestling
with distinctions between bloggers and journalists, between “citizen journalism” and profes-
sional journalism, and between news aggregators such as Google News and mainstream media
outlets that produce their own information packages. Even within the more narrow definition of
“convergence,” one that focuses on the technological and cultural changes taking place within
established newsrooms, concerns have arisen about pressures on both time and resources neces-
sary to produce quality content.

We suggest that journalism in the future is both distinct from other forms of digital content
and integrated with those forms to a far greater extent than in either the past or the present. It will
be distinct to the extent that journalists can adhere to professional norms such as a commitment
to fairness and independence from faction (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001), as well as the extent to
which media organizations can continue to provide the resources to support original information-
gathering. Amid a cacophony of voices, mainstream news organizations still wield enormous
power through both the collective capabilities of their staffs and their own economic heft within
their communities—professional and commercial power that individuals simply do not possess
and, as individuals, will not possess in the foreseeable future. Producing news across a range of
platforms, as almost certainly will be required of journalists sooner rather than later, will enhance
both the strength of the stories being told and the reach of those stories.

However, in order for this to happen, journalism of the future also must integrate new formats
and new voices to a far greater extent than is currently the case. Journalists in today’s converged
newsrooms are only beginning to realize the opportunities of this multimedia environment, let
alone to harness the capabilities inherent in the various technologies now available to them. In
many places, they are still at the stage of learning how to use animation tools or edit video. A new
generation of “digital native” journalists who are fluent in the languages of multiple communica-
tion technologies will need to apply their skills and knowledge in ways that can match the needs
of particular stories and particular media platforms.

More important, tomorrow’s journalists will need to integrate the voices and viewpoints of
others within the network to a far greater extent than is currently the case. Journalists will never
again control the flow of information in the way they once did; a media environment in which
only a very few voices had an opportunity to be heard—and those only with the permission of a
media gatekeeper—is gone for good. Journalists in a network must acknowledge that they will
retain power only to the extent that they share it; without facilitating the broad exchange, and not
merely the delivery, of information, they will find themselves becoming increasingly irrelevant
to the conversation taking place around them. The real power of convergence is in relinquishing
the power of controlling information and fostering the power of sharing it.
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Agenda Setting

Renita Coleman, Maxwell McCombs, Donald Shaw, and
David Weaver

INTRODUCTION

Agenda setting is the process of the mass media presenting certain issues frequently and promi-
nently with the result that large segments of the public come to perceive those issues as more
important than others. Simply put, the more coverage an issue receives, the more important it is
to people. Since this first simple definition of the phenomenon, agenda setting has expanded from
a theory describing the transfer of issue salience from the news media to the public to a broader
theory that includes a “second-level” describing the transfer of attribute salience for those issues
and many other “objects” such as political figures. Also, inter-media agenda setting explains how
elite media transmit their agenda of important issues to other media. Agenda-setting research
has stimulated debates about priming and framing; explications of obtrusiveness and the “need
for orientation” that defines the conditions under which agenda-setting effects are enhanced or
diminished; and, most recently, explorations of the implications of agenda-setting effects for atti-
tudes and opinions and observable behavior. Agenda setting has proved to be a theory that is both
deep and wide, applicable for more than the 30-year lifespan that is the mark of a useful theory.
It has been called the theory “most worth pursuing” of mass communication theories (Blumler
& Kavanagh, 1999, p. 225).

Agenda setting is one of the few theories created by mass communication scholars and
adopted subsequently by many other disciplines, including health communication, political com-
munication, business, and more. The intellectual roots of this mass communication theory have
been credited to journalist Walter Lippmann, whose book, Public Opinion, argued that the news
media construct our view of the world. That was in 1922, but it was 50 years later that Maxwell
McCombs and Donald Shaw gave the now-familiar name to the phenomena Lippmann described,
and since then agenda setting has become one of the major research themes in our field.

No dip into agenda-setting waters would be complete without reading the seminal 1972
Public Opinion Quarterly piece by McCombs and Shaw, “The Agenda Setting Function of Mass
Media,” which reported how undecided voters in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, used media in the
1968 presidential election. For a contemporary introduction to agenda setting, Setting the Agen-
da: The Mass Media and Public Opinion (McCombs, 2004) has been described as the Gray’s
Anatomy of the theory by John Pavlik (McCombs, 2004, p. xii). An important point in the book
is that agenda setting is not the result of any diabolical plan by journalists to control the minds of

147



148 COLEMAN, MCCOMBS, SHAW, AND WEAVER

the public, but “an inadvertent by-product of the necessity to focus” the news (McCombs, 2004,
p. 19). Newspapers, magazines, radio, and television have a limited amount of space and time,
so only a fraction of the day’s news can be included. It is this necessary editing process, guided
by agreed-upon professional news values, that results in the public’s attention being directed to
a few issues and other topics as the most important of the day. Since McCombs and Shaw set
the game afoot with the Chapel Hill study, many scholars across the world have joined in the
effort. The references here—and in McCombs’ Setting the Agenda—provide a comprehensive
bibliography of this research over the past 40 years. Additional important sources include James
Dearing and Everett Rogers’ (1996) history of the early decades, Agenda Setting; the book-length
reports of the 1972 and 1976 US presidential elections, respectively, The Emergence of American
Political Issues (Shaw & McCombs, 1977), and Media Agenda Setting in a Presidential Election
(Weaver, Graber, McCombs, & Eyal, 1981); Wayne Wanta’s (1997) creative studies in The Public
and the National Agenda; and Stuart Soroka’s (2002), Agenda Setting Dynamics in Canada.

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION

Agenda setting owes its original insight to Lippmann (1922), who discussed how media mes-
sages influence the “pictures in our heads,” but contemporary scholars have greatly expanded on
that idea. Ironically, Lippmann was not optimistic about journalism’s ability to convey the infor-
mation that citizens needed to govern themselves effectively. Twenty years later, research into the
effects of mass communication also painted a dismal picture. Study after study showed that mass
media had little to no effect on people (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld, Be-
relson, & Gaudet, 1948). This was the era of the “limited media effects” paradigm, a major shift
from earlier belief in the power of the press, a time when propaganda was thought to work like
a “magic bullet” to change people’s attitudes, beliefs, and even behavior. The later emergence of
evidence for an agenda-setting role of the media was one important link in a chain of research
that would signal a paradigm shift in the way we look at the effects of mass media.

The initial studies of agenda setting took place during three consecutive US presidential
elections, a useful place to begin because of their “natural laboratory” setting—campaigns fea-
ture a continuous set of political messages that stop on Election Day. The original study, which
found a nearly perfect correlation between the media’s agenda of issues and the public’s agenda
of issues, was conducted among undecided voters during the 1968 presidential election (Mc-
Combs & Shaw, 1972). This study has been called one of the 15 milestones in mass communica-
tion research (Lowery & Defleur, 1995). With high correlations between the media and public
agendas established, the next step was to show a causal connection and the time sequence. Were
the media setting the public agenda, or the public setting the media agenda?

The second major project was a panel study conducted in Charlotte, North Carolina, during
the 1972 presidential election that found a +.51 correlation over time from the media to the pub-
lic, but only a +.19 correlation from the public to the media (Shaw & McCombs, 1977). The third
study in the opening triumvirate was an exhaustive look at the entire 1976 election year in three
cities (Weaver et al., 1981). Nine waves of panel interviews explored how people learned about
issues in tandem with content analyses of the media messages.

Among the intriguing findings in the Chapel Hill study was the high degree of correspon-
dence among different media outlets. Newspapers, TV, and magazines all gave similar coverage
to the same issues, a situation that initiated research on inter-media agenda setting and demon-
strated the importance of elite news organizations, particularly the New York Times, in setting the
media agenda. The proliferation of media outlets on cable and the Internet encourages continu-
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ing research on inter-media agenda setting. The 1972 Charlotte study also was a harbinger of
research on the differences among media in influencing the public agenda. In Charlotte, TV news
had greater short-term effects on voters than newspapers. But this effect is far from consistent.
Over the years, the evidence shows that about half of the time, there is no difference in impact
between TV and newspapers; the other half of the time, newspapers tend to be more powerful.

Another important insight generated by the early studies was the limited number of issues
the public considered important at any point in time. From dozens of issues competing for pub-
lic attention, only a few rise to importance due to the limits on the public’s attention, time, and
ability to focus on more than five to seven issues at a time. Nevertheless, the agenda-setting role
of the news media plays an important part in focusing people’s attention on the problems that
government and public institutions can work to resolve. Without agreement on what is important,
societies would struggle to accomplish public good.

Beyond the Election Studies

Moving beyond elections, Eaton (1989) examined 11 issues, including unemployment, nuclear
disaster, poverty, and crime, over 41 months in the late 1980s and found similar agenda-setting
effects. Among the earliest of the non-election topics studied was the civil rights movement
(Winter & Eyal, 1981). Twenty-three years of the ebb-and-flow of news coverage and the cor-
responding changes in public opinion provided powerful evidence that agenda setting occurred
in arenas other than elections. Other issues that reflect media agenda setting include the federal
budget deficit (Jasperson, Shah, Watts, Faber, & Fan, 1998); the economy (Hester & Gibson,
2003); environmental issues (Salwen, 1988; Chan, 1999); and health issues, including HIV/AIDS
(Pratt, Ha, & Pratt, 2002) and smoking (Sato, 2003). Agenda setting also has been documented
for local issues (Palmgreen & Clarke, 1977; Smith, 1987), not just national ones.

Is agenda setting a uniquely American phenomena? Not at all. Agenda setting has been
confirmed across the world at national and local levels, in elections and non-elections, with
newspapers and television. This research includes Spain (Lopez-Escobar, Llamas, & McCombs,
1998), Japan (Takeshita, 1993), Argentina (Lennon, 1998), Israel (Sheafer & Weimann, 2005),
and Germany (Brosius & Kepplinger, 1990). The appearance of agenda-setting effects does re-
quire reasonably open political and media systems, however. In countries where the media are
controlled by the government and one political party dominates, agenda setting by the media
does not occur. In Taiwan in 1994, this happened with the broadcast media; all three TV sta-
tions were government-controlled. This was not the case, however, for the two independent daily
newspapers in the same election (King, 1997). This comparison of media systems, with other
factors remaining constant, is a powerful endorsement of the public’s ability to sort out what
news is real and what is not.

A Second Level of Agenda-Setting Effects: Attribute Agenda Setting

The original concept of agenda setting, the idea that the issues emphasized by the media become
the issues that the public thinks are important, is now referred to as the “first level” of agenda
setting. Whereas first-level agenda setting focuses on the amount of media coverage an issue or
other topic receives, the “second-level” of agenda setting looks at how the media discuss those
issues or other objects of attention, such as public figures. Here the focus is on the attributes or
characteristics that describe issues, people or other topics in the news and the tone of those at-
tributes. The general effect is the same: the attributes and tone that the media use in their descrip-
tions are the attributes and tone foremost in the public mind.
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The first level of agenda setting is concerned with the influence of the media on which ob-
jects are at the center of public attention. The second level focuses on how people understand the
things that have captured their attention. Using Lippmann’s phrase “the pictures in our heads,”
first-level agenda setting is concerned with what the pictures are about. The second level is liter-
ally about the pictures. The two dimensions of the second level are the substantive and affective
elements in these pictures. The substantive dimension of attributes helps people discern the vari-
ous aspects of topics. For example, in news coverage of political candidates, the types of substan-
tive attributes include the candidates’ ideology, qualifications, and personality.

Particular characteristics often arise in specific campaigns; for example, corruption was im-
portant in the 1996 Spanish election (McCombs, Lopez-Escobar, & Llamas, 2000); ability to
get things done and cutting taxes were key issues in the 2000 US presidential election primaries
(Golan & Wanta, 2001). Even non-election issues can show differences in attributes at different
times. In the case of issues, on the topic of the economy, for example, inflation is important some
times, while unemployment or budget deficits may be more salient at others.

Within these substantive characteristics, each can take on an emotional quality, an affective
tone that can be positive, negative, or neutral. It is important to know whether a particular can-
didate is described positively, negatively, or neutrally on substantive attributes such as morality
and leadership ability, not just how often those substantive elements are mentioned in connection
with a candidate.

Much support has been found for these second-level attribute agenda-setting effects. Mc-
Combs, Lopez-Escobar, & Llamas (2000) found second-level agenda-setting effects regarding
the qualities of the candidates in the 1996 Spanish national election. In a laboratory experiment
in the United States, Kiousis, Bantimaroudis, and Ban (1999) found that the public’s perceptions
of candidates’ personalities and qualifications mirrored the manipulated media portrayals used in
the study. Support for second-level effects also has been found for a variety of public issues, such
as economic issues (Hester & Gibson, 2003; Jasperson, Shah, Watts, Faber, & Fan, 1998) and the
environment (Mikami, Takeshita, Nakada, & Kawabata, 1994).

Comparison with Framing

There is considerable debate in scholarly circles about the differences between attribute agenda
setting and framing. Some say they are different; others say they are not. Framing has been de-
fined as “the way events and issues are organized and made sense of, especially by media, media
professionals, and their audiences” (Reese, 2001, p. 7). To frame is “to select some aspects of
a perceived reality and make them more salient [...] to promote a particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993, p.
52). Both framing and attribute agenda setting call attention to the perspectives of communicators
and their audiences, how they picture topics in the news and, in particular, to the special status
that certain attributes or frames can have in the content of a message. If a frame is defined as a
dominant perspective on the object—a pervasive description and characterization of the object—
then a frame is usefully delimited as a very special case of attributes.

In another approach based on a hierarchical conceptualization in which frames are macro-
categories that serve as bundling devices for lower-order attributes, Takeshita (2002) found a
close correspondence between media coverage and public perceptions of Japan’s economic dif-
ficulties at both levels of analysis. Yet other approaches to framing examine the origins and use
of broad cultural and social perspectives found in news stories and among members of the public,
approaches that have little relationship to agenda-setting theory.

Theoretical efforts to demarcate the boundary between agenda setting and framing (Price &
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Tewksbury, 1997; Scheufele, 2000) on the basis of the two aspects of knowledge activation—the
concepts of accessibility (linked theoretically to agenda setting) and applicability (linked theoreti-
cally to framing)—have found only limited success. Focusing specifically on the accessibility of
issue attributes, Kim, Scheufele, and Shanahan (2002) found that accessibility did increase with
greater newspaper use, but that the resulting attribute agenda among the public bore no resemblance
to the attribute agenda presented in the news and did not replicate attribute agenda-setting effects
found across four decades by previous studies. What emerged was a different version of media
effects in which the relative amount of increased salience for the attributes among newspaper read-
ers, when compared to persons unaware of the issue, largely paralleled the media agenda.

Consequences of Agenda Setting

Other studies have looked at the consequences of agenda setting for the public’s opinions, atti-
tudes, and behavior—the “so what question. As part of this effort, scholars have linked agenda-
setting research with studies of “priming” that examine the effects of media agendas on the
public’s opinions as well as the public’s concerns. This focus on the consequences of agenda
setting for public opinion can be traced back at least to Weaver, McCombs, and Spellman (1975,
p. 471), who speculated in their 1972-73 panel study of the effects of Watergate news coverage
that the media do more than teach which issues are most important—they also may provide “the
issues and topics to use in evaluating certain candidates and parties, not just during political cam-
paigns, but also in the longer periods between campaigns.”

Their speculation was supported a decade later when Iyengar and Kinder (1987), in con-
trolled experiments, linked television agenda-setting effects to evaluations of the US president in
a demonstration of what some cognitive psychologists have called “priming”—making certain
issues or attributes more salient and more likely to be accessed in forming opinions. Weaver
(1991) also found that increased concern over the federal budget deficit was linked to increased
knowledge of the possible causes and solutions of this problem, stronger and more polarized
opinions about it, and more likelihood of engaging in some form of political behavior regarding
the issue, even after controlling for various demographic and media use measures.

Willnat (1997, p. 53) argued that the theoretical explanations for these correlations, espe-
cially between agenda setting and behavior, have not been well developed, but the alliance of
priming and agenda setting has strengthened the theoretical base of agenda-setting effects by
providing ““a better understanding of how the mass media not only tell us ‘what to think about’
but also ‘what to think’” (Cohen, 1963).

Not all scholars agree that priming is a consequence of agenda setting. Some have argued
that both agenda setting and priming rely on the same basic processes of information storage and
retrieval where more recent and prominent information is more accessible. Regardless of these
debates, it seems likely that an increase in the salience of certain issues, and certain attributes
of these issues, does have an effect, perhaps indirect, on public opinion. Son and Weaver (2006)
confirm that media attention to a particular candidate, and selected attributes of a candidate,
influences his standing in the polls cumulatively rather than immediately. This finding has been
replicated with data from Mexico and Canada by Valenzuela and McCombs (2007).

Media emphasis of some issues also can affect public behavior. Extensive news coverage
of crime and violence, including a murder and rapes, on the University of Pennsylvania campus
contributed to a significant drop in applications by potential first-year students, predominantly
women, according to the university’s dean of admissions (Philadelphia Inquirer, 1996). This
decline occurred when other comparable universities experienced an increase in applications
during the same period.
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Roberts (1992) found further evidence of a link between agenda setting and behavior in the
1990 election for governor of Texas. Issue salience was a significant predictor of actual votes in
this election, with 70 percent of the respondents’ actual reported votes for governor correctly
predicted by the level of issue concern over time, controlling for demographics and media reli-
ance and attention.

In one of the most dramatic revelations of the behavioral influence of news media emphasis,
Blood and Phillips (1997) carried out a time series analysis of New York Times headlines from
June 1980 to December 1993 and found that rising numbers of unfavorable economic headlines
had an adverse effect on subsequent leading economic indicators (average weekly hours for man-
ufacturing, average weekly initial claims for unemployment, new orders of consumer goods and
materials, vendor performance, contracts and orders for plant and equipment, building permits,
etc.) rather than vice-versa. Blood and Phillips (1997, p. 107) wrote that their findings “suggest
that the amount and tone of economic news exerted a powerful influence on the economic envi-
ronment and further, that the economic news agenda was generally not being set by prevailing
economic conditions.”

STATE OF THE ART

Once the basic relationship between the media agenda and the public agenda was established, a
second phase of research began—the exploration of factors that weaken or strengthen agenda-
setting effects. The search for these contingent conditions that modify agenda-setting effects is
broadly divided into two groups: audience characteristics and media characteristics, such as the
differences between TV and newspapers discussed previously. Here we emphasize the individual
differences found among audience members.

Need for Orientation

“Need for orientation,” a psychological concept that describes individual differences among
people in their desire to understand a new environment or situation by turning to the media, was
introduced in the 1972 Charlotte presidential election study. Need for orientation is defined in
terms of two lower-order concepts, relevance and uncertainty. Relevance means that an issue is
personally or socially important. Uncertainty exists when people do not feel they have all the
information they need about a topic. Under conditions of high uncertainty and high relevance,
need for orientation is high and media agenda-setting effects tend to be very strong. The more
people feel that something is important, and they do not know enough about it, the more atten-
tion they pay to news stories. Conversely, when the relevance of a topic is low, and people feel
little desire for additional information, need for orientation is low and media agenda-setting ef-
fects typically are weak (Takeshita, 1993). Recently, the concept of need for orientation has been
expanded by Matthes (2006) to explicitly measure both orientation toward topics, the first level
of agenda setting, and orientation toward aspects (or attributes) of those topics, the second level
of agenda setting.

One situation where agenda setting might have occurred but did not because people felt the
issue was not important or relevant was the Bill Clinton-Monica Lewinsky scandal. When Presi-
dent Clinton was revealed to have had a sexual relationship with a White House intern—in fact,
when it was merely rumored—press coverage was incessant. Some described it as “all Monica,
all the time.” Given the amount of coverage of this issue and how high it was on the media’s
agenda, it might have been expected to have major public agenda-setting effects. While the scan-
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dal was fascinating, even shocking and reprehensible, it did not generate heavy public outrage
(Yioutas & Segvic, 2003). Members of the public are not slaves to the media agenda.

Need for orientation is related to another individual difference—education. Individuals with
higher levels of education are more likely to experience greater need for orientation. From the
many demographic characteristics studied, formal education consistently emerges as related to
agenda setting. Higher education typically increases interest in public issues, and those with
more education are more likely to mirror the media’s agenda.

Obtrusive Issues

The media, of course, are not the only source of information people have about public affairs.
Personal experience and conversations with other people are two other important sources. For
most of the issues discussed so far, people have no direct experience. Unless you have been a sol-
dier in Iraq, you have to depend on the media for your information about conflict in that country.
But not all issues are this out-of-reach. Anyone who has ever been laid off from a job does not
need the media to know something about unemployment. When people have direct, personal ex-
perience with an issue, that issue is said to be “obtrusive” for them, and they usually do not need
more information from the media (Zucker, 1978). Unobtrusive issues, those with which people
have little to no personal experience, are the ones most likely to become important to people if
they are high on the media’s agenda.

The same issue can be obtrusive for some people and unobtrusive for others; the unemploy-
ment issue, for example. For obtrusive issues that people experience in their daily lives, media
coverage does not have much power to set an agenda, but for issues with which people do not
have direct personal experience media coverage is much more influential in determining how
important the issues are to those people. Some issues are mostly obtrusive or unobtrusive for
everyone. Foreign affairs, the environment, energy, government spending, drug abuse, and pol-
lution are unobtrusive for most people, for example, whereas local road maintenance, the cost
of living, and taxes are largely obtrusive. Other issues, such as unemployment, are somewhere
in the middle, and the strength of agenda setting depends on whether a person has ever been un-
employed or known someone who has. These middle-range issues underscore the importance of
measuring obtrusiveness on a continuum rather than as a dichotomous variable.

New Arenas

While elections and political campaigns are prominent settings for agenda-setting studies, there is
considerable evidence for agenda-setting effects in many other settings. These range from business
news (Carroll & McCombs, 2003), religion (Harris & McCombs, 1972), foreign relations, (Inoue
& Patterson, 2007), and healthcare (Ogata Jones, Denham, & Springston, 2006). Some studies
have extrapolated an agenda-setting effect from news to entertainment media (Holbrook & Hill,
2005). Almost any topic you can think of can be studied from an agenda-setting perspective.
Most agenda-setting studies examine the content of the media as defined by words. However
a few have included visuals, such as photographs or television video, and found evidence for
visual agenda-setting effects. In Wanta’s (1988) first-level analysis, the size of a photograph was
found to influence readers’ perceptions of importance. Coleman and Banning (2006) examined
the second-level effects of television images of the candidates and found significant correlations
between television’s visual framing of George W. Bush and Al Gore and the public’s affective im-
pressions of them in the 2000 election. This study was replicated and extended in the 2004 elec-
tion (Coleman & Wu, 2006). Furthermore, the presence or absence of pictures can have profound
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implications. Famines, starvation, and drought in 1984 in Ethiopia and Brazil were roughly com-
parable, but compelling photographs and video were widely available only for Ethiopia, which
then benefited from massive coverage and international relief efforts (Boot, 1985).

Agenda Melding

There is growing evidence that audiences mix agendas from various media—meld them—and so
are influenced by a mixture of agendas. Agenda setting establishes a connection between medium
and audience but scholars recently have moved to incorporate audiences and the media choices
they make within the general hypothesis of agenda setting. Audiences have choices and those
choices rise from their own established values and attitudes and, as we have seen, their need for
orientation. Audiences use general news media, and they also use a variety of specialized media
that fit their personal lifestyles and views, such as talk radio or television shows. Agenda-setting
research has established that journalists and editors have great power to shape the main topics of
importance to audiences, along with many details of those topics. But we also know that many
people use Web sites or other news sources to supplement that initial picture and to find views
on events that fit their own expectations. This effort, from the point of view of the audience, is
called agenda melding.

How does agenda melding work? Recently Ericson and colleagues (2007) sorted the descrip-
tive vocabulary used by the Charlotte Observer and the New York Times to describe the 21—year
career of NASCAR driver Dale Earnhardt, Sr., who died in a crash in 2001. The descriptive
language used in the early, middle, and end of his career were different, with only a few descrip-
tions constant throughout his career. Examples of early descriptions were “the boy,” “Jaws II,”
“aggressor,” and “youngster.” Middle-of-career descriptions were “The Intimidator,” “ironhead,”
and “dominator,” and toward the end of the career, “the man in black,” “carburetor cowboy,” and
“the big E.” A follow-up experimental study to this content analysis discovered that subjects were
quite responsive to the variations in this vocabulary, especially regarding the affective dimension
of the attribute agenda. This suggests the importance of audience involvement to complete the
message. The audience melds personal feelings associated with certain language elements with
the message itself. The media set the agenda, but the audience also melds with the agenda in
conformance with their established values and attributes. Agenda-melding suggests the important
role of audiences in blending, adapting, and absorbing messages.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

Public Opinion Polls Plus Content Analysis

Often overlooked are the methodological contributions of the first agenda-setting study in Chapel
Hill. This 1968 study combined two methods, a content analysis and a survey of public opinion,
and it established the idea of a time-lag. Agenda-setting studies today still routinely measure
and rank-order the number of stories on specific issues in the media using content analysis, then
survey the public to ascertain their views on what are the “Most Important Problems” of the
day—the MIP question—which also are rank-ordered. Using Spearman’s rank-order correlation
coefficient, the media’s agendas of most important issues are correlated with the public’s agendas
of important issues. Time and again, in countries around the world, the rankings are highly sig-
nificant and strong—typically around +.55 or greater (Wanta & Ghanem, 2000).
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Establishing Causality

One of the frequent criticisms of the content analysis plus survey method of studying agenda
setting is that a one-time correlational study cannot definitively show causality. Even though the
early studies were careful to measure the media content before the public opinion surveys, ques-
tions still remain about which came first, public opinion that influenced what the media covered,
or media coverage that influenced public opinion. Thus, agenda setting has looked to two other
methods to supplement its basic research by establishing a cause-and-effect sequence. Both lon-
gitudinal studies and experiments satisfy the necessary condition for demonstrating time-order.

Longitudinal studies consist of several waves of public opinion surveys and content analy-
ses. For example, the 1976 election panel study involved nine waves of interviewing (Weaver,
Graber, McCombs, & Eyal, 1981). The civil rights study involved 27 replications over a 23-year
period (Winter & Eyal, 1981). This type of evidence is grounded in “real world” data using the
general public’s opinions about actual issues in the news, but it still suffers from a myriad of un-
controllable factors. To definitively say that media coverage can set the public’s agenda, research-
ers turned to controlled experiments.

While laboratory experiments lack the external validity of field studies grounded in survey
research and content analysis, they are seen as necessary complements to traditional agenda-
setting studies, even those that use longitudinal designs. Only laboratory experiments can docu-
ment a causal relationship unaffected by extraneous factors between the media agenda and public
agenda. Evidence of causality exists for both first- and second-level agenda setting. A classic set
of first-level agenda-setting experiments by Iyengar and Kinder (1987) systematically manipu-
lated the frequency of topics in TV news programs. A second-level agenda-setting experiment
by Kiousis, Bantimaroudis, and Ban (1999) systematically manipulated the characteristics of a
fictitious political candidate. Usually, even brief exposure to news articles in a laboratory setting
results in significant agenda-setting effects.

Lag Time

Additional methodological research investigates the time lag—that is, the optimal time that an
issue must be covered in the media before the public considers it as important. Research has identi-
fied a variety of lag times for different issues—one month was the optimal time for the civil rights
issue (Winter & Eyal, 1981), but Wanta, Golan, and Lee (2004) used a 9-1/2-month time lag for
their study of international news because stories about foreign countries are found less frequently
than stories of domestic issues. Differences in individual issues are important, of course, but the
optimum range of time for the media agenda to influence the public agenda is one to eight weeks,
with a median of three weeks. Longer is not always better when it comes to the amount of time
required for the media agenda to influence the public agenda, however. Agenda-setting effects, of
course, also decay, taking anywhere from eight to 26 weeks to disappear entirely (Wanta & Hu,
1994).

Measuring Object and Attribute Salience

The now-classic agenda-setting question, the “Most Important Problem,” was born in the 1930s
when the Gallup organization began asking Americans to name the most important problem fac-
ing the country. This open-ended question provides a convenient way for scholars to assess the
salience of the problems on the public agenda. Typically, no more than five to seven issues, those
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with the greatest number of people saying they were the most important, end up being used in
agenda-setting studies; issue categories ranked lower tend to have too few people for any mean-
ingful analysis. One frequently used threshold for an issue’s inclusion is that 10 percent or more
of the public surveyed identify it as a “most important problem.”

Min, Ghanem, and Evatt (2007) compared the traditional MIP question with one designed
to measure personal salience rather than social salience, asking, “What is the most important
problem that is personally relevant to you?” No differences were found in the issues named.
Even though question wording sometimes can strongly affect the outcome of a survey, the as-
sessment of issue salience appears very robust, and the use of creative alternatives for measuring
the public’s most important issues have not been discouraged. Rather, using different questions
to measure the same construct is seen as expanding our knowledge about agenda setting through
replication and diversity of measures.

Recognition and recall are two other prominent alternatives to the MIP (Althaus & Tewks-
bury, 2002). Closed-ended questions also are popular. Some survey respondents have been asked
to select the most important issues from a list; others have been asked sets of questions using
5-point scales on the importance of an issue, extent of discussion with friends, and need for more
government action (Wang, 2000). Similarly, sets of bipolar semantic scales have been used in
experiments (Evatt & Ghanem, 2001).

Attribute agendas also have been measured with both closed- and open-ended questions. A
widely used open-ended question for attribute agenda-setting studies is, “Suppose you had some
friends who had been away for a long time and were unfamiliar with the presidential candidates
[or other public figures]. What would you tell them about [person X]?” Closed-ended questions
also abound, such as rating how honest, sincere, and trustworthy a candidate is, typically with
5- or 7-point rating scales. One of the most unusual measures used non-response as an inverse
measure of salience (Kiousis, 2000). That is, the smaller the number of people who hold no opin-
ion, the greater the salience of a candidate or issue.

Historical Analysis

Surveys that asked people about the most important problems facing the country only date back
to the 1930s, yet there is evidence of historical agenda-setting effects dating as far back as the
founding of the British colonies (Merritt, 1966) and the Spanish-American War (Hamilton, Cole-
man, Grable, & Cole, 2006). Given the strong evidence from the 1960s on, even historians feel
comfortable extrapolating to the past.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The rise in popularity of the Internet is the most obvious and important new frontier for agenda-
setting research. Little is known so far about the effect of Web sites, blogs, and social networking
sites on the public agenda of important issues. Some speculate that with the Internet come more
diverse sources of news with little consensus on issues, a situation that could alter agenda setting
as we know it. Couple that with the explosion of cable TV and radio channels via satellite, and
the predictions seem dire.

There is, quite simply, not much original journalism being conducted in the online environ-
ment. Bloggers and blogging have been receiving considerable publicity. But are they reporting
or repeating? Murley and Smith (2004) found that about one-half of bloggers scavenge their news



11. AGENDA SETTING 157

from newspapers, and another fifth purloin it from other bloggers, who may have lifted it from
newspapers.

Yu and Aikat (2005) looked at the New York Times and the Washington Post as representa-
tives of online newspapers, CNN and MSNBC for online TV, and Yahoo News and Google News
as online news services. They examined two weeks in 2004 and found a remarkable correlation
of +.51 to +.94 of all the news on the opening or home pages of those online publications. The
media correlation was +.77. They also looked at just the top three news stories and found a range
of +.53 to +.99 with a +.82 median correlation. This power over the wider media agenda may
explain why the agendas of leading newspapers at least, despite slipping readership, are still so
strongly correlated to the national agenda.

Other studies, however, reveal less agreement. Song’s (2007) study of a particular news
event in Korea revealed stark differences in coverage by online news sites and traditional news-
papers. But another study, also in Korea, found that online newspapers influenced the agendas of
the online wire services (Lim, 2006).

In an early study of electronic bulletin boards during the 1996 US election, three issues
correlated significantly with traditional media coverage; only one, abortion, showed no agen-
da-setting effects (Roberts, Wanta, & Dzwo, 2002). The authors surmise that traditional media
provide people with information they use in their online discussions. In more recent studies of
blogs and traditional media, both liberal and conservative blogs covered the 2004 US election
issues in the same way as the mainstream media. Liberal blogs issues agendas correlated +.84
with the mainstream media agenda, and conservative blogs correlated +.77 (Lee, 2006). Using
state-wide surveys in Louisiana and North Carolina to investigate variations in agenda-setting
effects by Internet use and age, Coleman and McCombs (2007) found that while agenda-setting
effects were somewhat weaker for both heavy Internet users and younger people, they still were
significant. The issue agendas in traditional news media correlated +.80 for young adults in one
state and +.90 for young people in the other; for the heaviest Internet users their issue agenda
correlated with the media’s at +.70. They conclude that use of the Internet did not eliminate the
agenda-setting influence.

With an expanding media landscape as well as new theoretical domains to explore, the the-
ory of agenda setting can look forward to at least another 30 years of fruitful exploration in
cyberspace.
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12
News Values and Selectivity

Deirdre O’Neill and Tony Harcup

Ideas about what news is and how it is selected have long fascinated the practitioners and schol-
ars of journalism alike, although they tend to use very different language when discussing the
subject. Legendary newspaper editor Harold Evans (2000, p. 2, 9) writes that “a sense of news
values” is the first quality required of copy editors—those “human sieves of the torrent of news”
who select and edit material for publication—more important even than an ability to write or a
command of language. But when it comes to defining this sense of news values, “journalists rely
on instinct rather than logic,” according to veteran television reporter John Sergeant (2001, p.
226). In contrast, academics have described the production of news as “the passive exercise of
routine and highly regulated procedures in the task of selecting from already limited supplies of
information” (Golding & Elliott, 1979, p. 114).

This chapter will explore the tension between practitioner and academic accounts of news
selection, beginning with a description of several of the many practitioner definitions of news
and news values before moving on to chart some of the key ways in which such “common sense”
explanations have been critiqued from within the academy. There have been a number of attempts
at cataloguing news values and selection criteria, and these taxonomies of news values will be
explored in the following section, which will also include consideration of some of the ways in
which news values may be perceived to differ in different media, in different geographical or
social contexts, and over time. The chapter will then move on to examine some of the ways in
which the usefulness of this taxonomy approach has been questioned by scholars. After a brief
observation that mainstream news values have themselves been challenged by journalistic prac-
titioners within alternative media, the chapter will conclude with a consideration of the value of
the news values concept itself.

WHAT IS NEWS?

News, according to Jackie Harrison (2006, p. 13), is that which “is judged to be newsworthy by
journalists, who exercise their news sense within the constraints of the news organisations within
which they operate.” This judging process is guided by an understanding of news values—a
“somewhat mythical” concept, according to John Richardson (2005, p. 173)—which is “passed
down to new generations of journalists through a process of training and socialisation” (Harrison,
2006, p. 153). Such news values work, as Jerry Palmer (2000, p. 45) notes, as “a system of criteria
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which are used to make decisions about the inclusion and exclusion of material” and about which
aspects of selected stories to emphasise. In this sense, they “transcend individual judgements,
although of course they are to be found embodied in every news judgement made by particular
journalists” (Palmer, 2000, p. 45).

Analysis of the values and processes involved in the selection of news is one of the most
important areas of journalism studies as it goes to the heart of what is included, what is excluded,
and why. As we shall see, it is also claimed that by shedding light on the values inherent in news
selection we can help illuminate arguments about the wider role(s) and meaning(s) of journalism
within contemporary society.

NEWS VALUES: A “SLIPPERY CONCEPT”

Journalists tend to acquire their news values from the College of Osmosis, argues Harold Evans
(2000, p. 3); meaning that journalists sit around newsrooms “long enough to absorb the essen-
tials.” However, new recruits to journalism may be surprised on their arrival in the newsroom that
they are unlikely to witness many lengthy debates about the relative merits of news stories, notes
David Randall (2000, p. 24), another experienced practitioner:

Instead they see a lot of news judgements being made swiftly and surely and seemingly based on
nothing more scientific than gut feeling. The process is, however, a lot more measured than that.
It just appears to be instinctive because a lot of the calculations that go into deciding a story’s
strength have been learnt to the point where they are made very rapidly—sometimes too rapidly.

Exhaustive newsroom discussions about news values may be rare but that does not mean
that journalists are unable to understand or articulate their reasons for selecting one story over
another, observe Peter Golding and Philip Elliott (1979, p. 114):

Indeed, they [news values] pepper the daily exchanges between journalists in collaborative pro-
duction procedures [...T]hey are terse shorthand references to shared understandings about the
nature and purpose of news which can be used to ease the rapid and difficult manufacture of bul-
letins and news programmes.

According to the National Council for the Training of Journalists, the accrediting body for
vocational training in print journalism within the UK, “news is information—new, relevant to the
reader, topical and perhaps out of the ordinary.” Similar definitions are to be found in numerous
practitioner accounts of the journalistic craft. The key consideration when selecting a story is
usually very simple, argues former Fleet Street editor Alastair Hetherington (1985, pp. 8-9). It
boils down to the question: “Does it interest me?” For Evans, meanwhile, “news is people” (as
cited in Watson & Hill, 2003, p. 198). Not, however, all of the people all of the time, but people
doing things (Harcup, 2004, p. 31). What sort of things? “The unexpected and dramatic, not the
run-of-the-mill,” answers Times journalist Mark Henderson (2003). Yet news can also be predict-
able (Harcup, 2004). For David Randall (2000, p. 23), news is “the fresh, unpublished, unusual
and generally interesting.” However, the operation of news values should not be compared with
a scientific process, and Randall acknowledges that news selection is subjective; indeed, that
subjectivity “pervades the whole process of journalism.”

News values are a slippery concept, but that has not prevented practitioners from grappling
with them nor academics from attempting to pin them down via a succession of taxonomical
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studies such as those discussed later in this chapter. Whilst such sets of news values may be
“predictive of a pattern” of which events will make the news and which will not, they cannot
provide a complete explanation of all the irregularities of news composition (McQuail, 2000, p.
343). And, as John Hartley points out, identifying the news values within a story may tell us more
about how that story has been covered than about why it was selected for coverage in the first
place (Hartley, 1982; also see Palmer, 2000). Yet, despite offering only an incomplete explanation
of the processes at work in news journalism, the study of news values is regarded as an important
area of exploration within journalism studies scholarship because it is a way of making more
transparent a set of practices and judgements which are otherwise shrouded in opacity, as Stuart
Hall (1973, p.181) argues:

“News values™ are one of the most opaque structures of meaning in modern society [...] Journal-
ists speak of “the news” as if events select themselves. Further, they speak as if which is the “most
significant” news story, and which “news angles” are most salient are divinely inspired. Yet of
the millions of events which occur daily in the world, only a tiny proportion ever become visible
as “potential news stories”: and of this proportion, only a small fraction are actually produced as
the day’s news in the news media. We appear to be dealing, then, with a “deep structure” whose
function as a selective device is un-transparent even to those who professionally most know how
to operate it.

In their classic study of news values—discussed in more detail later—Galtung and Ruge
(1965) argued that the more clearly an event could be understood and interpreted unambiguously,
without multiple meanings, the more likely it was to be selected as a news story. But it is not
necessarily the event itself that is unambiguous, and a subsequent study of the UK press found
“many news stories that were written unambiguously about events and issues that were likely
to have been highly ambiguous” (Harcup & O’Neill, 2001, p. 270). According to Nkosi Ndlela
(2005, p. 3), by selecting and shaping news, media represent the world rather than reflect it, lead-
ing to stereotyped frames: “Media representations reduce, shrink, condense and select/repeat
aspects of intricate social relations in order to represent them as fixed, natural, obvious and ready
to consume.” For James Curran and Jean Seaton (2003, p. 336), news values allow journalists to
“translate untidy reality into neat stories with beginnings, middles, and denouements,” and in the
process such values tend to “reinforce conventional opinions and established authority.” Further-
more, they argue, “many items of news are not ‘events’ at all, that is in the sense of occurrences
in the real world which take place independently of the media.” This question of the definition
of events is central to consideration of news values, argues Joachim Friedrich Staab (1990, pp.
430-431), and it hinges on “how a recognizing subject relates to a recognized object”:

[E]vents do not exist per se but are the result of subjective perceptions and definitions [...] Most
events do not exist in isolation, they are interrelated and annexed to larger sequences. Employ-
ing different definitions of an event and placing it in a different context, news stories in different
media dealing with the same event are likely to cover different aspects of the event and therefore
put emphasis on different news factors. (p. 439)

Similarly, Denis McQuail (1994, p. 270) observes that lists of news values seem to be based
on the presumption that a given reality exists “out there” which journalists acting as gatekeep-
ers will either admit or exclude. Yet, for Jorgen Westerstahl and Folke Johansson (1994, p. 71),
the journalistic selection process involved in news reporting is itself “probably as important or

L)

perhaps sometimes more important than what ‘really happens’.
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TAXONOMIES OF NEWS VALUES

Lists of news values—sometimes labelled as news factors or news criteria—such as those drawn
up by Galtung and Ruge (1965) and Harcup and O’Neill (2001)—have been described as “use-
ful as an ad hoc set of elements with a partial explanatory value,” although such lists “probably
cannot constitute a systematic basis for the analysis of news” (Palmer, 2000, p. 31). The problem
with such lists of news values, argues John Richardson (2005), is that they downplay the issue of
ideology: “Illustrating that ephemeral issues are newsworthy, for example, does little to explain
why this is the case, nor to interrogate whether it is in the public interest to pander persistently to
‘what interests the public’” (p. 174; emphasis in original).

News values, then, are “far from a unified entity” because “they are divided by medium and
by format” as well as by the “title identity” of the news organisation and by the “local” context
within which news judgements are made (Palmer, 2000, pp. 45, 58).

Johan Galtung and Mari Ruge were arguably the first to provide a systematic list of news val-
ues (Palmer, 1998, p. 378) in a paper presented at the first Nordic Conference on Peace Research
in Oslo in 1963, and published in 1965. More than four decades on Galtung and Ruge’s study
remains the starting point for the discussion of news in numerous journalism textbooks (see, for
example, Sissons, 2006; McKane, 2006). Their paper has long been regarded as the study of
news values: Bell (1991, p. 155) described the work as “the foundation study of news values,”
McQuail (1994, p. 270) as the “most influential explanation” of news values, and Tunstall (1970,
p- 20) believed it could be the classic answer to the question “what is news?” For Barbie Zelizer
(2004, p. 54), Galtung and Ruge were responsible for “perhaps the single piece of research that
most cogently advanced a general understanding of news selection processes” that “remains even
today one of the most influential pieces on news making.”

Given its subsequent influence, it is ironic that Galtung and Ruge’s paper was not primar-
ily concerned with identifying news values. Their article critiqued the reporting of three major
foreign crises in the Norwegian press, and proposed some alternative approaches to reporting
conflict. As part of this process they asked, “How do events become news?” It was in an effort to
answer this question that Galtung and Ruge presented 12 factors (summarized below) that they
intuitively identified as being important in the selection of news:

e Frequency: An event that unfolds within a publication cycle of the news medium is more
likely to be selected than a one that takes place over a long period of time.

e Threshold: Events have to pass a threshold before being recorded at all; the greater the
intensity (the more gruesome the murder or the more casualties in an accident), the greater
the impact and the more likely it is to be selected.

e Unambiguity: The more clearly an event can be understood and interpreted without mul-
tiple meanings, the more likely it is to be selected.

e Meaningfulness: The culturally familiar is more likely to be selected.

» Consonance: The news selector may be able to predict (due to experience) events that
will be newsworthy, thus forming a “pre-image” of an event, which in turn increases its
chances of becoming news.

o Unexpectedness: Among events meaningful and/or consonant, the unexpected or rare
event is more likely to be selected.

 Continuity: An event already in the news has a good chance of remaining in the news (even
if its impact has been reduced) because it has become familiar and easier to interpret.

» Composition: An event may be included as news less because of its intrinsic news value than
because it fits into the overall composition or balance of a newspaper or news broadcast.
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* Reference to elite nations: The actions of elite nations are seen as more consequential than
the actions of other nations.

* Reference to elite people: Again, the actions of elite people, likely to be famous, may be
seen by news selectors as having more consequence than others, and news audiences may
identify with them.

* Reference to persons: News that can be presented in terms of individual people rather than
abstractions is likely to be selected.

* Reference to something negative: Bad events are generally unambiguous and newsworthy.

Galtung and Ruge (1965, pp. 64—65) stated at the outset: “No claim is made for complete-
ness in the list of factors or ‘deductions’.” And they concluded with the following warning: “It
should be emphasised [...] that the present article hypothesises rather than demonstrates the
presence of these factors, and hypothesises rather than demonstrates that these factors, if present,
have certain effects among the audience” (pp. 84-85).

Winfried Schulz (1982) developed the work of Galtung and Ruge by carrying out a con-
tent analysis of newspapers, examining domestic and apolitical news, as well as foreign news.
He proposed six different dimensions to news selection, which he further broke down into 19
news factors: status (elite nation, elite institution, elite person); valence (aggression, controversy,
values, success); relevance (consequence, concern); identification (proximity, ethnocentrism,
personalization, emotions); consonance (theme, stereotype, predictability); and dynamics (time-
liness, uncertainty, unexpectedness).

The issue of whether news values are universal for all news media, or whether certain values
dominate in certain types of media, was raised during studies of television news. For instance, in
his 1978 study of BBC news (updated in 1987), Schlesinger noted that broadcast news set out to
use the media values of television to create its “own set of news values” where visuals dominate
and the “light tail-piece” was developed (Day, as cited in Schlesinger, 1987, p. 41). Schlesinger
also highlighted technical imperatives which, in broadcast news, he argued, dominated news
selection more than “substantive news judgements” (p. 51). For Schlesinger, the driving forces
behind news values contained assumptions about audience interest, professional duty, and actual-
ity (or a pictorial imperative whereby picture value is a selection criterion, making TV a strong
news medium by virtue of its ability to depict events as they happen or have happened).

This approach was also taken by Golding and Elliott (1979) who argued that news values
were often imbued with greater importance and mystique than they merit. For them, news val-
ues derived essentially from occupational pragmatism and implicit assumptions, which they de-
scribed as audience, accessibility, and fit. This involved consideration of whether an event/issue
was important to the audience, would hold their attention, be understood, enjoyed, registered or
perceived as relevant; the extent to which an event was known to the news organisation and the
resources it would require to obtain; and whether the event fitted the routines of production and
made sense in terms of what was already known about the subject.

Informed by this analysis, Golding and Elliott suggested the following selection criteria (pp.
115-123):

» Drama: This is often presented as conflict, commonly as opposing viewpoints.

* Visual attractiveness: They discuss this in terms of images for television though, of course,
images are also relevant to newspapers. “A story may be included simply because film is
available or because of the dramatic qualities of the film” (p. 116).

o Entertainment: In order to captivate as wide an audience as possible, news producers
must take account of entertainment values that amuse or divert the audience. This includes
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“human interest” stories and the actors in these whimsical and bizarre events may be ce-
lebrities, children and animals.

o Importance: This may mean the reported event is greatly significant for a large proportion
of the audience, but it also explains the inclusion of items that might be omitted on the
criteria of other audience-based news values.

* Size: The more people involved in a disaster, or the bigger the “names” at an event, the
more likely the item is to be on the news agenda.

» Proximity: As with size, this derives partly from audience considerations and partly from
accessibility since there is cultural and geographical proximity. The first depends on what
is familiar and within the experience of journalists and their audience, while the second
may depend on where correspondents are based. As a rule of thumb, nearby events take
precedence over similar events at a distance.

» Negativity: “Bad news is good news... News is about disruptions in the normal current of
events [...] not the uneventful” (p. 120). Such news provides drama and shock value which
attracts audiences.

 Brevity: A story that is full of facts with little padding is preferred (particularly important
for broadcast news).

e Recency: Competition between news outlets puts a “premium’” on exclusives and scoops.
Also daily news production is within a daily time frame so that news events must normally
occur within the 24 hours between bulletins (or newspaper editions) to merit inclusion.

 Elites: Clearly big names attract audiences, but there is a circularity in that big names
become famous by virtue of their exposure.

» Personalities: Since news is about people, this is reflected in the need to reduce complex
events and issues to the actions of individuals.

An essentially similar definition of newsworthiness in terms of the “suitability” of events
was produced by Herbert Gans (1980). Allan Bell (1991) went further and argued for the im-
portance to story selection of co-option, whereby a story only tangentially related could be pre-
sented in terms of a high-profile continuing story; predictability, whereby events that could be
pre-scheduled for journalists were more likely to be covered than those that arrived unheralded;
and pre-fabrication, the existence of ready-made texts, such as press releases.

Sigurd Allern (2002, p. 145) arrived at similar criteria by distinguishing between “tradi-
tional” news values and what he described as “commercial” news values. He suggested that
traditional news values do not, in themselves, explain the selection process and, since “news is
literally for sale,” they need to be supplemented with a set of “commercial news criteria.” The
market is crucial to the output of any news organisation, yet this is not usually made explicit
or taken into account when discussing the selection and production of news. This means news
must be selected and packaged in a format that is audience-orientated and commercial by being
entertaining and reflecting popular tastes. But it is also more than this: for Allern there are three
general factors that govern the selection and production of news, one of which is competition.
The second concerns the geographical area of coverage and type of audience. For Allern, this is
more than just proximity, whereby events nearby are more interesting than distant ones. “Certain
English-language elite papers, such as the Financial Times and Herald Tribune, have market-
based reasons to carry considerably more international politics, etc, than newspapers that address
anational readership” (p. 143). And he emphasises the role of advertisers in this process: “[E]vents
that take place outside a paper’s home market, even dramatic ones, may be considered non-events
simply because they occur outside the area [or social class/niche interest] where the medium
has its audience (and its advertisers)” (ibid, our addition). The third of Allern’s general factors



12.  NEWS VALUES AND SELECTIVITY 167

is the budget allotted to news departments, which is an expression of the company’s financial
objectives. The reality—rarely acknowledged in journalism textbooks—is that budget constraints
mean that managers are far more often focussed on financial control than winning professional
recognition. The cheapest type of news is that produced by what BBC journalist Waseem Zakir
coined as “churnalism”—rewrites of press releases, press statements, copy from news agencies
and from organised bureaucratic routine sources such as regular calls to the police, fire service,
courts, local government and other public bodies (Harcup, 2004, pp. 3—4). A recent academic
study of “converged” digital newsrooms within the UK regional press, in which newspaper jour-
nalists produce audio-visual material as well as text for their company’s online presence, has
found that this trend towards cheap and recycled news is likely to continue unless managements
adopt an alternative model of investing in journalism (Williams & Franklin, 2007).

Informed by such factors, Allern presented a supplementary list of commercial news
values:

» The more resources it costs to follow up a story or expose an event/issue, the less likely it
will become a news story.

» The more journalistically a potential news item is prepared/formatted by the source or
sender, the greater the likelihood that it will become news.

» The more selectively a story is distributed to news organisations, the more likely it will
become news.

» The more a news medium’s strategy is based on sensationalist reporting in order to attract
public attention and the greater the opportunity for accentuating these elements in a poten-
tial story, the more likely a story is to be used.

In examining news, scholars have often found it necessary to distinguish between news ap-
pearing in different sections of the media market. Whilst differences in the style and content of,
for instance, the popular and quality press have been eroded in recent years (Franklin, 1997), in a
UK analysis of newspapers Palmer found broad agreement about what constitutes the main story
or stories of the day, but found less foreign news in popular papers. In general, the treatment of
stories differed, with the quality press concentrating on policy, background and a wider range of
reactions and the popular press on human interest angles (Palmer, 2000).

If the audience and market forces should be part of the equation in any study of news values
(Allern, 2002), then the influence on news values of the economic, cultural and social changes
which affect the audience and the market—such as the promotion of individualism or the rise and
rise of “celebrity culture”—must also be explored. To investigate such changes in news values
over time, Harcup and O’Neill (2001) carried out an empirical study of the UK press by apply-
ing Galtung and Ruge’s 12 news factors to 1,200 news stories to see how relevant they remained
nearly 40 years on. While some of their findings had similarities with Galtung and Ruge’s factors,
there were some notable problems and differences. For example, “elite people” was too vague
a category, with no distinction made between a pop star and the President of the United States.
There were a surprising number of stories that were not concerned with elite countries or people
but with elite institutions (for instance, the Bank of England, the Vatican, the United Nations).
Some of Galtung and Ruge’s factors could have more to do with news treatment, rather than se-
lection (unambiguity or personification may have less to do with the intrinsic subject matter than
how journalists are required to write up stories). Going against conventional wisdom, there were
a surprising number of “good news” stories, as well as stories with no clear timescale or which
did not appear to unfold at a frequency suited to newspaper production.

From the national newspapers examined, Harcup and O’Neill (2001, p. 279) proposed a new



168 O’NEILL AND HARCUP

set of news values. They found that news stories must generally satisfy one or more of the fol-
lowing requirements to be selected:

e The Power Elite: Stories concerning powerful individuals, organisations or institutions.

e Celebrity: Stories concerning people who are already famous.

o Entertainment: Stories concerning sex, show business, human interest, animals, an un-
folding drama, or offering opportunities for humorous treatment, entertaining photographs
or witty headlines.

o Surprise: Stories that have an element of surprise and/or contrast.

* Bad News: Stories with particularly negative overtones, such as conflict or tragedy.

* Good News: Stories with particularly positive overtones such as rescues and cures.

* Magnitude: Stories that are perceived as sufficiently significant either in the numbers of
people involved or in the potential impact.

e Relevance: Stories about issues, groups and nations perceived to be relevant to the audi-
ence.

o Follow-up: Stories about subjects already in the news.

» Newspaper Agenda: Stories that set or fit the news organization’s own agenda.

All such taxonomies of news values must “remain open to inquiry rather than be seen as
a closed set of values for journalism in all times and places” (Zelizer, 2004, p. 55); and further
research is needed to measure the extent to which the above news values apply to other forms of
media, in different societies, and how they may change over time.

NEWS VALUES: CONTEXT AND LIMITATIONS

Exploration of news values may help us to answer the question, “What is news?,” but it has
frequently been argued that the concept of news values offers only a partial explanation of the
journalistic selection process. Whilst acknowledging that a set of common understandings exists
among journalists, Lewis (2006, p. 309) believes that any rationale for what makes a good story
has an arbitrary quality, because journalism requires comparatively little training and no depth
of understanding. News values are therefore often contradictory and incoherent. It is also argued
that news values tend to retrospectively endow judgments made by journalists with legitimacy.
“News values exist and are, of course, significant,” write Golding and Elliott. “But they are as
much the resultant explanation or justification of necessary procedures as their source” (Golding
& Elliott, 1979, pp. 114-115).

As outlined in the previous section, news selection is not based merely on intrinsic aspects
of events, but also on external functions, including occupational routines and constraints, and
ideology whereby news is “a socially determined construction of reality” (Staab, 1990, p. 428).
Staab asserted that most studies of news values do not in fact deal with the actual process of news
selection, but with news treatment. He went on to question their objectivity and causal role, as
well as the problem of defining events themselves. Since news values have limited validity, he
argued for a functional model that takes into account the intentions of journalists.

For Wolfgang Donsbach (2004), understanding the psychology of news decisions by jour-
nalists is key to understanding news selection. Evaluative judgements such as news values by
definition lack objective criteria—they are based on value judgements which can neither be veri-
fied nor falsified. Nor can the role of ideology in news selection be underestimated, argue West-
erstahl and Johansson (1986, 1994). They distinguish between news values—generally static and
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informed by audience taste—and news ideologies, which they perceive as born out of a desire to
inform or influence the audience and which are shifting over time. “In our view ideologies are
the main source of deviations in news reporting from a standard based on more or less objectified
news values” (1994, p. 77).

Other academics argue that news values themselves can be seen as an ideologically loaded
way of perceiving—and presenting—the world. For Hall (1973, p. 235), although the news val-
ues of mainstream journalism may appear to be “a set of neutral, routine practices,” they actu-
ally form part of an “ideological structure” that privileges the perspectives of the most powerful
groups within society. Robert McChesney (2000, pp. 49-50, 110) highlights the way in which
a journalistic emphasis on individual “events” and “news hooks” results in less visible or more
long-term issues being downplayed, with individualism being portrayed as “natural” and more
civic or collective values being treated as “marginal.”

In their “propaganda model,” Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky ([1988] 1994, p. 298)
go further, suggesting that “selection of topics” is one of the key ways in which the media fulfil
their “societal purpose” of inculcating “the economic, social, and political agenda of privileged
groups that dominate the domestic society and the state.” According to their model, five filters—
identified as the concentration of media ownership; the influence of advertising; the over-reliance
on information from the powerful; “flak™ against transgressors; and an ethos of anti-commu-
nism—combine to produce “the news fit to print” (p. 2). Debate and dissent are permitted, but
only within a largely internalised consensus.

Studies of news coverage of marginalised groups such as trade unionists would appear to
confirm this (Beharrell & Philo, 1977; Jones, Petley, Power, & Wood, 1985; Greenberg, 2004;
O’Neill, 2007). However, in her study of a national firefighters’ strike, Deirdre O’Neill also
found that by appealing to human interest news values the union was able to achieve publication
of a number of news stories that highlighted its members’ case, thus, to some extent, militating
against the dominance of establishment views (O’Neill, 2007).

UNIVERSAL NEWS VALUES?

Studies have also examined the universality of news values: are they changed by socio-eco-
nomic, cultural and political differences? For example, a study of male and female editors in
seven Israeli papers found that both sexes applied broadly similar criteria to news selection and
practice, with little in the way of gender distinctions (Lavie & Lehman-Wilzig, 2003). In the
same way that news values were adhered to by both sexes, news values appeared to drive French
television coverage of the 2002 presidential elections, rather than any party political bias of
newsroom staff (Kuhn, 2005). News values were also found to dominate professional practice
in a study of long-term trends in campaign coverage in the German press. Wilke and Reinemann
(2001) found that German political journalists used the same news values in or out of election
campaigns.

Investigating news values in different countries, Chaudhary (1974) compared the news
judgements of American and Indian journalists. Despite being culturally dissimilar, journalists
of English language newspapers in democratic countries used the same news values. However,
Lange (1984) found that the socio-political environment in which journalists operated—includ-
ing the severe sanctions for criticizing the government that some Third World journalists face—
did affect their news values. He found that the less developed a nation, the more emphasis on
direct exhortations in the news, the more emphasis on news stories set in the future, the more
emphasis on news stories about co-operation and the more emphasis on positive evaluations of
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the news subjects—the type of reporting often described as development journalism (Rampal,
1984; Chu, 1985).

In a study of the role of national identity in the coverage of foreign news in Britain, the
United States and Israel, news values became subordinate to national loyalties (Nossek, 2004).
The closer journalists were to a news event in terms of national interest, the less likely they were
to apply professional news values. Zayani and Ayish (2006, p. 494) found that the news values of
Arab satellite channels covering the fall of Baghdad in 2003, while generally professionally driv-
en, “were also tainted to various degrees with cultural, political and historical considerations.”

While there is an assumption that adherence to news values is implicitly more “professional,”
eliminating bias, political or otherwise, this can be problematic in that news values may create
uniformity, negativity and reduction to stereotypes (Ndlela, 2005), as well as presenting obstacles
for non-Western journalists. A study of journalism training in Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Lib-
ya (Rampal, 1996) found that an emphasis on what could be described as Western professional
news values did not reflect the realities for graduates facing severe political and legal constraints.
Rampal (1996, p. 41) argues for a curriculum that teaches “a journalistic philosophy—and con-
comitant news values—that is compatible with the political and legal orientation of a given coun-
try, yet helps in improving the quality of journalism.”

Lee, Maslog, and Kim (2006) believe that traditional news values, which focus on conflict,
are a barrier to what they term peace journalism, a journalism that explores the causes of and
alternatives to conflict. In a study of the Zimbabwean crisis as reported in the Norwegian press,
Ndlela (2005) found that coverage primarily fitted with Galtung and Ruge’s negativity factor,
leading to stereotyped frames and unbalanced reporting which presented the crisis as a racial
one, rather than a political one. Subsequent reporting treated developments as isolated events,
which lacked an historical or wider context. Chu (1985, p. 6) also notes an emphasis on conflict-
ual criteria and bizarre and exceptional events in Western news values, and calls for the “gradual
institutionalisation of an additional value” that allows for development news which reflects and
mobilizes the process of social, cultural and political change. Finally, in examining determinants
of international news coverage in 38 countries, Wu (2000) found that news values alone could
not explain coverage—economic interest, information availability and production cost of interna-
tional news were also at work in determining the volume of information from abroad.

AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH

Having studied the operation of news values, Galtung and Ruge (1965) suggested that journalists
should be encouraged to counteract the prevailing news factors by, among other things: includ-
ing more background and context in their reports; reporting more on long-term issues and less
on “events”; paying more attention to complex and ambiguous issues; giving more coverage to
non-elite people and nations. Such a desire to counter—or subvert—prevailing news values has
been one of the motivating factors behind the production of what have been termed “alternative
media” (Atton, 2002; Harcup, 2005, 2006; Rodriguez, 2001; Whitaker, 1981).

In an attempt at promoting an alternative approach to international news, and to counter
stereotypical and simplistic depictions of people from developing countries, a set of alternative
criteria has been produced by a group of European charitable and non-governmental organisa-
tions. Their recommendations to journalists amount to a critique—and a rejection—of the news
values that have traditionally guided much Northern news coverage of the South:

» Avoid catastrophic images in favour of describing political, structural and natural root
causes and contexts.
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» Preserve human dignity by providing sufficient background information on people’s so-
cial, cultural, economic and environmental contexts; highlight what people are doing for
themselves.

» Provide accounts by the people concerned rather than interpretations by a third party.

» Provide more frequent and more positive images of women.

» Avoid all forms of generalisation, stereotyping and discrimination. (NGO-EC Liaison
Committee, 1989)

Such an alternative approach to news values may operate at the margins of journalism—and,
indeed, may occupy a marginal position within journalism studies (Keeble, 2005)—but that does
not mean it has no significance. Rather, it has been argued that the issues raised by the existence
of alternative media highlight important questions about “what news is, for whom it is intended,
and about whether mainstream news values serve the democratic participation and civic engage-
ment of citizens as well as they might” (Harcup, 2007, p. 56).

CONCLUSION

The concept of news values, then, can help us to understand the ways in which some phenomena
become identified as “events” and the ways that some of those “events” are then selected to be-
come “news.” The concept of news values also helps us to explore the ways in which certain ele-
ments of the selected “events” will be emphasised whilst others will be downplayed or excluded.
In this sense, discussion of news values sometimes blurs distinctions between news selection and
news treatment.

Definitions of news are not fixed. Many lists of news values have been drawn up, and news
values can change over time, from place to place, and between different sectors of the news me-
dia. For example, Galtung and Ruge put great emphasis on the “frequency” with which events
occur; yet, as technology changes many of the ways in which news is produced and received,
criteria such as “frequency” may become increasingly irrelevant in the world of continuous dead-
lines required by the production of online and 24-hour news. For these news media, however,
“recency” (Golding & Elliot, 1979) and “competition” (Gans, 1980; Bell, 1991; Allern, 2002)
may become more dominant selection criteria, as well as the “type of audience” (Golding & El-
liott, 1979; Gans, 1980; Allern, 2002) in an increasingly fragmented news market. This and other
perceived changes in news values suggest that the topic will remain a fruitful one for journal-
ism scholars for many years to come. For, whatever the technology and media involved—and
notwithstanding the growth of user-generated content, blogs, and online news aggregators—the
process of news journalism will still involve selection. And, although many journalists tend to
refer to the need for an instinctive “nose” for news selection, most academic researchers in the
field would argue that it is probably not possible to examine news values in a meaningful way
without also paying attention to occupational routines, budgets, the market, and ideology, as well
as wider global cultural, economic and political considerations.

News values will continue to be subjected to scrutiny by academic researchers for the reasons
indicated above. Future research projects could usefully explore the impact of online journalism,
mobile telephony and podcasting on decisions about news selection and, indeed, on definitions
of news. Technological developments mean that news producers can now more accurately gauge
the relative popularity of particular stories online; the ways in which such knowledge may impact
upon news selection should be an area of increasing critical scrutiny. Many scholars are already
turning their attention to the role of so-called “citizen journalism” or “user-generated content”
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within the media, and a fruitful area of research is likely to be the ways in which the availability
of such material results in variations in news values. At the same time, continuing study of the
news values of 24-hour broadcast news (itself a relatively recent phenomenon) will help shed
further light on the changing journalistic environment of the 21st century. However, “old media”
such as newspapers are likely to remain fertile areas of study, including comparisons of local,
regional, national and international news outlets; comparisons between genre and/or different
delivery platforms. Historical comparisons of news values could help inform what has come
to be known—in the UK at least—as the “dumbing down” debate. There is also a great deal of
potential in extending the study of news values and selection decisions to incorporate other areas
of research, such as the potential impact on news of changes in the journalistic workforce in
terms of gender, race or social class. Another area ripe for further investigation is the interaction
between news selection and the sources used or privileged in news production; this issue could
also usefully include exploration of the claims of alternative media to offer alternatives both to
mainstream news values and to the mainstream cast of sources.

An understanding of news values is clearly of importance for practitioners and scholars of
journalism; but they are not the only ones to grapple with the question of what news is. Public re-
lations professionals and “spin doctors” use their knowledge of news values to place or influence
stories in the news media. Critics of mainstream media use an understanding of news values ei-
ther to urge changes in such values or to inform the creation of alternative forms of media with an
alternative conception of news values. Groups who find their viewpoints marginalized in main-
stream media, such as environmental groups or unions, can use an understanding of mainstream
news values to obtain some access for their message (Manning, 2001; O’Neill, 2007). And, last
but by no means least, a society’s citizens can benefit from the increase in media literacy that may
potentially result from the efforts of journalism studies scholars to scrutinize, unpick and explain
the ways in which news is selected and constructed.
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Nature, Sources, and Effects
of News Framing

Robert M. Entman, Jorg Matthes, and Lynn Pellicano

INTRODUCTION

Framing is arguably a victim of its own success. In research practice, it means too much, with
scholars applying an unruly mélange of concepts under the framing rubric to a vast array of
contexts and issues. Yet, perhaps directed in part by the ready availability of opinion effects data
from survey and lab experiments, framing in political communication research also means too
little, and focuses too narrowly. Although there are some notable exceptions, most of the framing
literature, empirical and theoretical, implies that what matters above all are the effects of single
framing messages on individual citizens’ opinions about one policy or candidate.

Of course, framing is an individual psychological process, but it is also an organizational
process and product, and a political strategic tool. Therefore, the main argument of this chapter
is that framing scholars need to focus on the political sources of frames and the full range of
their effects, including the feedback of initial impacts on further frame production. To pursue
this argument, the chapter is organized as follows: After clarifying the terms frames and framing,
we present a diachronic process model of political framing that expands framing theory beyond
the focus on individual effects. Based on these insights, the chapter then provides a systematic
overview of the state of scholarship in framing research. The major focus of this part is on the
psychology of framing effects. It is concluded that, while further developing micro-level un-
derstanding of framing’s impacts on individual opinions, we also need an effort to develop an
integrated theory of frame construction, circulation, impact and reaction; one that accounts for
the larger flow of communication and influence among elites, media and public.

CLARIFYING FRAMES AND FRAMING

It comes as no surprise that social scientists are very far from consensus on what exactly “frame”
and “framing” mean. Examining the framing literature, we can find many different uses of the
concept. There are two basic genres of definition. Some define framing in very general terms,
roughly following Gamson and Modigliani’s frequently quoted definition of framing as the “cen-
tral organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events” (1987, p.
143). However, to treat a frame as a central idea or a story line provides an insufficient basis for
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consistent measurement or theory. The second genre of definition specifies what frames generally
do, especially issue frames. This includes defining problems, making moral judgments, and sup-
porting remedies (Entman, 1993, 2004). Drawing on functional specifications seems preferable
because it enables analysts to draw clearer measurements and inferences that distinguish framing
from themes, arguments, assertions, and other under-theorized concepts.

One useful suggestion when using the more fine-grained genre is distinguishing between
issue-specific frames and generic frames (de Vreese, 2005). Issue-specific frames are pertinent
only to specific topics or events; that means every issue has different issue-specific frames. Ex-
amples are Reese and Buckalew’s (1995) in-depth analysis of local television coverage about the
Persian Gulf War, or Shah, Watts, Domke and Fan’s (2002) computer-aided content analysis of
the Monica Lewinsky debate. Moreover, the attributes in second level agenda setting can also be
understood as issue-specific frames (McCombs, 2005).

Generic frames transcend thematic limitations as they can be identified across different is-
sues and contexts. Prime examples of generic frames are Iyengar’s (1991) episodic and thematic
frames. When news is framed episodically, social issues are constructed around specific instances
and individuals. There is no broader context provided in order to steer attention away from public
solutions. For example, Iyengar’s experiments show that viewers of episodic coverage were more
likely to attribute responsibility to the individual for his or her plight (such as blaming poverty
on an individual’s lack of motivation). In contrast, thematic framing emphasizes broader trends
or backgrounds of issues. Iyengar found that viewers of thematic coverage were more likely
to make societal attributions (such as blaming poverty on economic hardships). Semetko and
Valkenburg’s study of European politics (2000) suggested five generic frames: conflict, human
interest, economic consequences, morality, and responsibility. Other suggestions include Ent-
man’s (2004) differentiation between substantive and procedural framing, with the latter focused
on evaluating political strategy, “horserace” and power struggles among elites, rather than on the
substantive nature and import of issues, events and actors.

Framing processes occur at four levels: in the culture; in the minds of elites and professional
political communicators; in the texts of communications; and in the minds of individual citizens
(Entman, 1993, 2004). An initial graphic overview of the political framing process appears in
Figure 13.1.

Culture is the stock of schemas commonly found in the minds of a society’s individuals, and
the stock of frames present in the system’s communications, including literature, entertainment,
news, conversations and other political discourse. By definition, these common schemas are the
ones that form the basis for most individuals’ reactions to framing communications. Elites do not
have unlimited autonomy but are constrained to choosing from this cultural stock, which records
the traces of past framing. So any larger political theory of framing in politics must take into ac-
count t-1, t1, t2 and more—it must be diachronic. Figure 13.1 suggests how the framing process
moves from initial responses at time 2 to a new issue or event that occurred at time 1, to framing
responses at time 3 that are based on time 2 anticipations of the future.

Framing in communication texts arises from networks of professional communicators who
engage in framing, defined as selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and constructing
messages that highlight connections among them in ways that promote a particular interpreta-
tion. “Framing” (or “to frame”) is the verb form of the concept, as distinct from the noun form
defined below. Some communicators engage in framing strategically, seeking to exert power
over outcomes by inducing target audiences to accept interpretations that favor their interests or
goals. These include politicians, bloggers, political satirists, editorial writers and pundits. Other
communicators, most importantly reporters and news editors in mainstream national news media,
normally engage in framing without intending to push any particular policy or political goal (with
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FIGURE 13.1 The political framing process.

the exception of certain party-affiliated newspapers and government-owned broadcast newscasts
in Europe (cf. Hallin & Mancini, 2004)).

What Is a “Frame”?

What differentiates a framing message, or “frame” in a communication from a plain persuasive
message or simply an assertion? A frame repeatedly invokes the same objects and traits, using
identical or synonymous words and symbols in a series of similar communications that are con-
centrated in time. These frames function to promote an interpretation of a problematic situation
or actor and (implicit or explicit) support of a desirable response, often along with a moral judg-
ment that provides an emotional charge. Here again framing is distinguished from other com-
munication by its diachronic nature. A framing message has particular cultural resonance; it calls
to mind currently congruent elements of schemas that were stored in the past. Repeating frames
over time in multiple texts gives a politically significant proportion of the citizenry a chance to
notice, understand, store and recall the mental association for future application. Framing is thus
diachronic in the sense that exposure during a given period is presumed to increase probabili-
ties of particular responses during a future period, while diminishing the probability of thinking
about other potentially relevant objects or traits. Finally, once a frame has appeared enough to be
widely stored in the citizenry’s schema systems, it no longer needs to be repeated in concentrated
bursts, nor must it be fully elaborated; citizens can summon the stored associations years later in
response to a single vivid component (“9/11” or “Berlin Wall”).

If a communication does not exhibit repeated words and symbols that connect with the cul-
tural associations of many citizens, then by these standards, it is not a frame. This is not to sug-
gest that aspects of political communication not possessing these traits are unimportant, only that
progress in framing research requires specifying what “frame” and “framing” mean, and using
those concepts consistently.

The conception put forth in this chapter suggests that framing effects occur more widely
throughout the political process than is typically recognized (for a partial exception see Hsiang
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& McCombs, 2004). Figure 13.2 extends Figure 13.1 in time, further illustrating the diachronic
nature of the framing cycle and indicating the many junctures at which framing occurs and might
be investigated. It highlights the possibility—if not the likelihood—that by time 4 a competition
over framing will break out among elites, diversifying media content and yielding important po-
tential impacts on politics and policy. This model also suggests that surveys or lab experiments,
with their essentially synchronic structures and focus on members of the mass public, may tap
only a restricted range of real world framing effects.

FRAMING: THE RESEARCH LITERATURE

Having put forth the context for an improved understanding of framing, let us step back to review
the course and literature of framing research. What follows is a survey of the different forms of
framing in politics that have been investigated. We begin with the origins of framing research,
followed by a review of research about strategic framing, journalistic framing, frames in media
content, and framing effects.

Origins of Framing Research

Walter Lippmann, arguably the progenitor of framing theory, observed that for most people, “the
world that [they] have to deal with politically is out of reach, out of sight, out of mind” (Lipp-
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mann, 1922, p. 18). Citizens, in other words, do not acquire much of their political knowledge
from personal experience. Instead, they get most of their information from the media and the
elites the media portray. As the chief means of symbolic contact with the political environment,
the media wield significant influence over citizens’ perceptions, opinions and behavior.

The idea that framing and frames are primary means through which people make sense of
a complicated world got its modern impetus from two scholars, Gregory Bateson and Erving
Goffman. As Bateson puts it, “definitions of a situation are built up in accordance with principles
of organization which govern events—at least social ones—and our subjective involvement in
them; frame is the word [...] to refer to such of these basic elements” (1954, pp. 10-11). Goffman
(1974), who cites Bateson several times in formulating his own definition of framing, claims that
frames are cognitive structures that guide the representation of everyday events.

Given that ordinary persons use frames to organize their thoughts on the world’s simple
daily events, it is no surprise that they will respond to framing when it comes to the more distant,
complicated events of politics. As Lippmann (1922) observed, “Of public affairs, each of us sees
very little, and therefore, they remain dull and unappetizing, until somebody, with the makings of
an artist, has translated them into a moving picture” (p. 104).

Strategic Framing

As suggested above, political leaders recognize the power of framing to strategically shape pub-
lic discourse and public understanding, and try to exploit it to their own advantage, especially
to promote a future course of action (Benford & Snow, 2000). According to this view, fram-
ing involves both the strategic communication of one’s own frame, and competition with other
communicators’ frames. Frohlich and Riidiger’s study of German political public relations (PR)
indicates that framing plays an integral role in professional practice, as “bringing their frames
unaltered into the media is an indicator of PR success” (Frohlich & Riidiger, 2000, p. 19; see also
Hallahan, 1999). Most PR studies compare practitioners’ preferred frames to frames in the news
(e.g., Frohlich & Riidiger, 2006; Kiousis, Mitrook, Wu, & Seltzer, 2006). Likewise, social move-
ment theorists understand framing as a strategy for social movements to mobilize the public. In
this context, frames are defined as “action oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and
legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization® (Benford & Snow,
2000, p. 614). As Snow and Benford (1992) argue, successful frames must diagnose a problem
(diagnostic framing), propose solutions and tactics (prognostic framing), and motivate for action
(motivational framing). Frames are not understood as individual schemas, but as collectively
shared patterns of a social group. These collectively shared frames are identified by the analysis
of movement documents, interviews with movement members, or an analysis of media content
(Johnston, 1995).

Journalistic Framing

In contrast to research on strategic framing, less is known about the professional frames that guide
informational processing and text production by journalists. A professional journalistic frame is
a “schema or heuristic, a knowledge structure that is activated by some stimulus and is then em-
ployed by a journalist throughout story construction” (Dunwoody, 1992, p. 78). These frames are
central to the tradecraft of journalism and should be differentiated from frames in media texts;
such professional frames are more akin to scripts or menus that guide selections of issues and
construction of news reports (Dunwoody, 1992). Tuchman (1976) describes journalistic frames
as useful tools that journalists apply in order to cope with the tide of information. As Scheufele
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(2006) explains, journalistic frames can be described on an individual level (i.e., the individual
frame of a journalist), and on a newsroom level (i.e., frames shared by journalists in a newsroom).
Framing scholars argue that journalists prefer information that is consistent with their journalistic
frames (Scheufele, 2006). In times of routine coverage, journalistic frames are applied to incom-
ing information. As a consequence, frame-consistent information is more likely to be used for the
construction of a news report than inconsistent information. However, key events can shift exist-
ing journalistic frames and even replace these frames. Therefore, in contrast to other influences
on news selection and news construction (e.g., news values), journalistic frames can be shifted
and changed after the occurrence of key events (Scheufele, 2006; Brosius & Eps, 1995).

Frames in Media Content

Frame analysis has become a very lively and important methodology. In essence, frame analy-
sis examines the selection and salience of certain aspects of an issue by exploring images, ste-
reotypes, metaphors, actors and messages. However, studies differ in their ways of extracting
frames from the media content. Four broad approaches can be roughly distinguished (Matthes
& Kohring, 2008): a qualitative approach, a manual-holistic approach, a manual-clustering ap-
proach, and a computer-assisted approach.

Qualitative Approach. A number of studies try to identify frames by providing an
interpretative account of media texts (Downs, 2002; Reese & Buckalew, 1995). Rooted in the
qualitative paradigm, these studies are based on relatively small samples that should mirror
the discourse of an issue or event. Typically, frames are described in-depth, and little or no
quantification is provided. Pan and Kosicki’s (1993) approach to frame analysis can be considered
a subclass of qualitative studies. In these linguistic studies frames are identified by analyzing the
selection, placement and structure of specific words and sentences in a text (see also Esser &
D’Angelo, 2003). Usually, the unit of analysis is the paragraph, not the article. Researchers have
to construct a data matrix for each individual news text. In this matrix the signifying elements for
each individual proposition are analyzed. The basic idea is that specific words are the building
blocks of frames (Entman, 1993). Pan and Kosicki distinguish structural dimensions of frames:
metaphors, examples, key sentences, and pictures.

Manual-Holistic Approach. The essence of this method is that frames are manually
coded as holistic variables in a quantitative content analysis, whether inductively or deductively.
In inductive manual-holistic studies, frames are first generated by a qualitative analysis of some
news texts and then coded as holistic variables in a manual content analysis. For instance, Simon
and Xenos (2000) conducted a thorough analysis of a sample of newspaper articles in the first
step in order to generate six working frames. Subsequently, these frames were defined in a
codebook and coded in a quantitative content analysis. In a similar vein, Husselbee and Elliott
(2002) coded several frames in their study about the coverage of two hate crimes. Examples of
deductive manual-holistic measurement are Iyengar’s (1991) episodic and thematic frames and
Pfau et al.’s (2004) one-item measure to assess the extent to which an article embodied episodic
framing.

Manual-Clustering Approach. These studies manually code single variables or frame
elements in standard quantitative content analysis. These variables are subsequently factor-
or cluster-analyzed. In other words, rather than directly coding the whole frame, splitting up



13. NATURE, SOURCES, AND EFFECTS OF NEWS FRAMING 181

the frame into separate variables or elements is suggested. Following this process, a factor or
cluster analysis of those elements should reveal the frame. In a study by Semetko and Valkenburg
(2000), each news story was analyzed through a series of twenty questions to which the coder
had to answer “yes” or “no.” A factor analysis of those twenty items revealed five factors that
were interpreted as frames. Matthes and Kohring (in press) proposed a method of frame analysis
that codes the single frame elements as defined by Entman (1993) in a standard content analysis.
After that, a cluster analysis of these elements reveals the frame.

Computer-Assisted Approach. In contrast to the manual-clustering and the manual-
holistic approach, neither holistic frames nor single frame elements or variables are manually
coded in the computer-assisted studies. As a prime example of computer-assisted frame analysis,
Miller, Andsager and Riechert (1998) suggest frame mapping. Based on the notion that frames
are manifested in the use of specific words, the authors seek to identify frames by examining
specific vocabularies in texts. Words that tend to occur together in texts are identified with the
help of a computer. For example, the words charity, charities, charitable, and money form the
“charity-frame” (Miller et al., 1998). In fact, there is no manual coding at all. A few other studies
have advanced computer-assisted content analysis by moving beyond the grouping of words.
For instance, Shah et al. (2002) used a computer program to create comparatively sophisticated
syntactic rules that capture the meaning of sentences. In other words, their study enabled an
analysis of meaning behind word relationships.

Framing Effects

Public opinion scholar James Druckman (2001b) emphasizes two types of frames—frames in
communication and frames in thought—that work together to form a framing effect. Both are
concerned with variations in emphasis or salience. Frames in communication—often referred
to as “media frame”—focus on what the speaker or news text says; such as how an issue is
portrayed by elites, while frames in thought focus on what an individual is thinking; such as the
value judgment of an issue. It might be preferable to use “schemas” to refer to frames in thought,
to minimize confusion with frames in communication. Frames in communication often play an
important role in shaping frames in thought. For example, the considerations that come to mind
after exposure to a media frame may affect how individuals form their opinion on a given issue.
This is what Druckman defines as a framing effect. He identifies two distinct types of framing
effects; equivalency framing effects and emphasis (or issue) framing effects.

Equivalency framing: Equivalency framing effects cause people to alter their preferences
when presented with different, but logically equivalent, words or phrases. Such framing effects
have been largely the province of psychological research. Kahneman and Tversky’s (1984) “Asian
disease problem” offers perhaps the most widely cited example of equivalency framing effects.
The authors asked experimental subjects to choose between two programs for the treatment of
the disease, one framed as a risk-averse choice because it yields a certain outcome (“200 [out
of 600] people will be saved”), the other as a risk-seeking choice since the outcome is uncertain
(“there is a 1/3 probability that 600 people will be saved and a 2/3 probability that no people will
be saved”). Although the two outcomes are logically equivalent, 72 percent of the respondents
chose the risk-averse option. Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated similarly dramatic effects us-
ing other experimental variations. For instance, when the same problem was re-framed in terms
of the number of people who will die rather than be saved, 78 percent of respondents chose the
risk-seeking (less certain) outcome.
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Levin, Schneider and Gaeth (1998) refer to equivalency framing effects as valence framing
effects, that is, wherein a frame casts the same information in either a positive or negative light.
They develop a typology to distinguish among what they believe are three types of valence fram-
ing effects: risky choice framing, attribute framing, and goal framing. For risky choice framing,
they borrow the model from Kahneman and Tversky’s original experiment and explore other
authors’ modifications of the “Asian disease problem” that involve different levels of risk. They
find that the likelihood of choice reversals was directly related to the similarity between features
of a given study and features of the original “Asian disease problem.” For example, when risky
choice dealt with bargaining behaviors, settlement (a risk-averse choice) was more likely when
outcomes were expressed as gains, and negotiation (a risk-seeking choice) was more likely when
framed as losses (Neale & Bazerman, 1985).

In attribute framing, Levin, Schneider and Gaeth (1998) describe that only a single attribute
within any given context is the subject of the framing manipulation. Because of its simplicity,
they argue that attribute framing is the most straightforward test of valence framing effects. One
study of attribute framing was conducted by Levin and Gaeth (1988). They showed that individu-
als evaluate the quality of ground beef on how the beef is labeled (e.g., “75 percent lean” or *“25
percent fat”). They found that a sample of ground beef was rated as better tasting and less greasy
when it was labeled in a positive light rather than in a negative light, regardless of the fact that
these two choices are logically equivalent.

Finally, goal framing refers to manipulating a goal of an action or behavior to affect the per-
suasiveness of the communication. Goal framing, they argue, can be used to focus on a frame’s
potential to provide a benefit or gain, or on its potential to prevent or avoid a loss. Both the posi-
tive and negative frame should enhance the evaluation of the issue. Goal framing, however, is
concerned with which frame will have the greater persuasive impact on achieving the same end
result. Multiple studies have shown that a negatively framed message emphasizing losses tends to
have a greater impact on a given behavior than the logically equivalent positively framed message
emphasizing gains (e.g., Meyerowitz & Chaiken, 1987).

Emphasis (or Issue) Framing: Druckman (2001a, 2001b) argues that an “(emphasis) framing
effect is said to occur when, in the course of describing an issue or event, a speaker’s emphasis on
a subset of potentially relevant considerations causes individuals to focus on these considerations
when constructing their opinions” (2001a, p. 1042). Although both equivalency and emphasis
framing effects cause individuals to focus on certain aspects of an issue over others, the informa-
tion subsets presented in emphasis framing are not logically identical to one another. Nelson,
Oxley and Clawson (1997) argue that issue frames tell people how to weight the often conflicting
considerations that we face on a daily basis. Frames, therefore, have the best possibility to affect
public opinion when emphasizing a subset of different and potentially relevant considerations.
By offering a way of thinking about an issue and omitting opposing frames, this tool can be used
to activate certain preferences over others (Feldman & Zaller, 1992; Price & Tewksbury, 1997)
and declare certain frames as more important than others (Iyengar, 1991; Nelson, Oxley, et al.,
1997; Nelson & Oxley, 1999). Emphasis framing, therefore, is concerned with increasing or de-
creasing the salience of an issue or consideration when formulating an opinion.

Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock (1991) provide a clear example of the power of omission in
framing, in their surveys of public opinion around AIDS, in which some aspects of an issue are
highlighted and others omitted. They found that a majority of the public supports the rights of a
person with AIDS when the issue is framed in consideration of civil liberties, and supports man-
datory testing when the issue is framed in consideration of public health. The text of the survey
question supplies most subjects with the considerations they use when thinking of AIDS testing.
Often a potential counterframing of the issue is absent from the text, as is the case here, when
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subjects are only exposed to one side of the frame that emphasizes specific considerations over
others (Entman, 1993).

In another example, Sniderman and Theriault (2004) show that when government spending
for the poor is framed as enhancing the chance that poor people can get ahead, individuals tend to
support increased spending. However, when such government spending is framed as increasing
taxes, individuals tend to oppose government spending to help the poor. Once again, these ex-
amples show that emphasizing certain considerations over others can produce different opinions
on the same issue.

PSYCHOLOGY OF FRAMING

Since the literature has shown that framing can have a significant effect on how people make
decisions and formulate opinions on any given issue or event, it is important to understand the
psychological processes that underlie such effects.

Framing as Persuasion

Some of the existing literature on framing suggests that such effects occur via persuasion. As
limited-capacity information processors (Fiske & Taylor, 1991), individuals cannot possibly con-
sider everything they know about an issue or event at any given moment. This allows room for
persuasion, a process that takes place when a communicator successfully revises or alters the
content of one’s beliefs by providing them with new information or additional considerations
that replace or supplement favorable thoughts with unfavorable ones, or vice versa (Nelson &
Oxley, 1999). However, according to Nelson and Oxley (1999, p. 1043), such an understanding
of framing effects casts “some doubt on the claim that framing is a distinct contribution to com-
munication and persuasion theory.”

Framing as an Extension of Priming

Other research suggests that framing is an extension of the priming literature, with accessibility
as the main psychological mechanism underlying framing effects (e.g., Zaller, 1992; Kinder &
Sanders, 1996). Since people cannot consider everything they know about an issue or event at
any given moment, they will consider a subset of all potentially relevant information by rely-
ing on what is accessible, easily retrieved, or recently activated in their minds, according to the
“cognitive accessibility model” (Zaller, 1992). Cognitions that are accessible will be “top of the
head,” and therefore are more likely to influence opinion than inaccessible cognitions. It is in this
sense that Kinder and Sanders (1996) suggest framing works through the temporary activation
and enhanced accessibility of concepts and considerations in memory. They state that the extent
to which a consideration is accessible can alter the criteria by which people can render judgments
about an issue, person or event.

The recent framing literature stresses the importance of three attributes for a notable framing
effect to occur: availability, accessibility, and applicability (Chong & Druckman, 2007a, 2007b;
Price & Tewksbury, 1997). First, a given consideration, such as the freedom to choose in the
evaluation of a mother’s right to abortion, needs to have already been stored in memory to be
available for retrieval and use. If an individual cannot comprehend this concept in the first place,
a frame emphasizing this consideration would have no effect on the individual’s opinions (Chong
& Druckman, 2007a, 2007b).
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Second, a consideration must be accessible. This refers to the likelihood that an already
available consideration will be retrieved and activated for use from storage in long-term mem-
ory. One way in which accessibility may increase is through recent or consistent exposure to a
frame in communication that emphasizes a particular consideration (Chong & Druckman, 2007a,
2007b). The potential ramifications of using accessibility to guide thoughts and opinions are
discussed later.

Last, the impact of an available and accessible consideration may depend on how applicable
it is to the individual. The perceived applicability of a media frame increases with perceptions
of its strength, relevance, or persuasiveness. The consideration emphasizing a woman’s right to
choose whether or not to have an abortion may be available and accessible, but if it does not hold
any weight in the individual’s mind, it may not be effective in producing the desired outcome
from the media frame (Chong & Druckman, 2007a, 2007b).

Framing and Schema Theory

Many scholars have stressed the importance of schemas in the information-processing routines as
guides to recall, which can determine how accessible ideas and feelings are in our memory (Ent-
man, 1989, 1993, 2004; Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Schemas allow us to simplify reality and function
in a social world that would otherwise be too complex to handle. Schemas fit new thoughts to an
existing organization of knowledge. Fiske and Taylor (1991) define schemas as “cognitive struc-
tures that represent knowledge about a concept or type of stimulus, including its attributes and
the relations among attributes” (p. 131). Information is thus stored in an abstract form. People’s
prior knowledge allows them to decide what information is relevant to a given schema in order
that they may make sense of specific new encounters.

A common theme in schema research is that people remember information that confirms
their existing schemas, and forget information inconsistent with them. However, although sche-
ma-consistent information is favored by normal retrieval routes, this does not mean people will
automatically disregard inconsistent information. Indeed, it may depend on whether sufficient
time is allowed to remember and process inconsistent information, or people may very well try to
make the inconsistent information fit into an existing schema (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).

Schemas can be thought of as resting in an inactive state waiting to be changed to active
status. A schema’s activation is partly determined by how recently it has been activated. Thus, a
frequently activated schema has a higher probability of being recently activated at any given time
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991). In this sense, schemas may act as heuristics, or mental shortcuts, mak-
ing rapid information processing possible. Fiske and Taylor suggest the availability heuristic, for
example, is used to evaluate the potential activation of knowledge on the basis of how quickly
instances or associations come to mind.

Citizen Incompetence?

The cognitive accessibility model could be read as painting a pessimistic picture of citizens
as basing their political opinions on arbitrary or elite-manipulated information (Druckman,
2001b). However, evidence indicates that public opinion is not shaped only by “mere acces-
sibility.” Nelson and colleagues (Nelson, Clawson, et al., 1997; Nelson & Oxley, 1999; Nelson,
Oxley, et al., 1997) are the leading proponents of the argument that framing is about more than
just accessibility. According to this line of research, frames do more than make certain consid-
erations accessible; they suggest which of the many, possibly conflicting, considerations should
predominate when forming opinions on an event or issue. For example, Nelson and Oxley
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(1999) presented differing welfare reform frames to subjects, either a “personal responsibility”
frame or a “threat to children” frame. When subjects were given the “threat to children” frame,
they were more likely to think about considerations such as the importance of protecting poor
children, and to express opposition to new limits on welfare. When presented with a “personal
responsibility” frame, subjects were more likely to think of women on welfare as not exhibit-
ing adequate responsibility, which increased support for the restrictive policy. The authors infer
that importance judgments derive from both citizens’ own predispositions and more malleable
impressions of an issue—and that therefore citizens do reason with some autonomy and com-
petence. On the other hand, the prior dispositions themselves might be heavily influenced by
earlier framing, as suggested by the diachronic perspective, so the matter of citizen competence
remains unresolved.

FRAMING EFFECTS: A CRITIQUE AND NEW SYNTHESIS

This section elaborates on the points that have been the focus of the most recent research on
framing effects: whether strong prior attitudes preclude significant framing effects on public
opinion; whether competition between frames logically entails minimal framing consequences;
and whether framing messages can still have major political influence even without affecting
individuals’ opinions.

Framing Effects and Prior Attitudes

Scholars interested in framing focus especially on the way it influences individual citizens’ pol-
icy and candidate preferences. On this matter, the literature appears more split than it actually
is; between those advocating consistently large framing effects and those advocating weaker im-
pacts. The latter sometimes exaggerate their differences with the former, by claiming that those
who believe in strong effects overlook contingency and individual agency in citizens’ arriving at
their preferences, and further arguing that strong framing effects imply citizen incompetence. Yet
strong effects are not logically incompatible with variation in individual responsiveness to vari-
ous framing messages, nor are they axiomatically incompatible with democracy.

However, the more important point for a political theory of framing is that weak framing
effects can have outsized political consequences. This might suggest caution in drawing infer-
ences about real world political effects even when data show, as they often do, that the presence
of strong prior attitudes or frame competition prevents framing messages from influencing most
people’s opinions.

Findings about the moderating effects of prior attitudes and frame competition may not
actually indicate that framing has minimal consequences for most individuals. Chong and Druck-
man (2007b) found that after a strong frame has diffused and increased the chronic accessibil-
ity of a consideration, it more or less automatically applies to future communication about the
framed object, working through low-effort “peripheral” processing rather than more cognitively
demanding central processing. This diffusion of a strong frame, they say, leads to “diminished
framing effects,” but more precisely the finding shows that framing has diminished effects at
time 2 because framing at time 1 was successful (Chong & Druckman, 2007b, p. 110). If, as
Chong and Druckman put it, strong prior attitudes will attenuate framing effects at the time of
measurement, then, this does not tell us that framing in general has weak effects, since the strong
prior attitudes may have themselves resulted from previous diffusion of a strong frame (Chong
& Druckman, 2007a, p. 107; see also Matthes, 2007). It would appear almost axiomatic that the
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attitudes people have today, which may impel them to reject a framing message, are built upon
the frames that influenced them in the past.

Competition of Frames

Once we start looking more diligently for framing effects, we must confront, as always, measure-
ment and data issues. Thus, in an important advance in framing research, Sniderman and The-
riault (2004) and Chong and Druckman (2007a), among others, urge that scholars consider the
effects of framing more realistically, by including not just a simple one-sided framing stimulus in
experiments, but competing frames. Competition complicates matters considerably.

Some researchers conclude from these studies that frame competition diminishes the effects
of framing. This appears to be a logically flawed inference. Instead, frame competition studies
actually demonstrate that (quite naturally) framing effects are distributed differently when audi-
ences are exposed to two competing frames than when they are exposed to only one frame. Only
if we assume that in the real world a framing competition could pit a framed message against
an unframed (i.e., exhaustively complete) version of reality, does it make sense to say frame
competition can attenuate framing effects. What competition does, again, is complicate framing
effects.

For instance, Chong and Druckman isolate seventeen different conditions that might apply
to framing effects under competition, based on whether the subject is exposed to two strong
frames, two weak frames, or some combination, on both the pro and con side of an issue. Then
there is the fact that framing in real world news reports and other texts rarely comes in the neatly
symmetrical or asymmetrical packages supplied by experimenters and that it entails multiple ex-
posures spread out over time. Literally hundreds of different conditions might be required to con-
struct an experiment that truly replicates framing in the real world. To make matters still worse,
individuals are free to accept different parts of framing communications and combine them in
idiosyncratic ways. For instance, they can accept different problem definitions yet coalesce on
the same remedy.

Framing and Public Opinion

When elites engage in a contest to shape frames in the media, it is often as a way of influencing
other elites’ perceptions and predictions of public opinion and thus their political calculations.
This influence of media frames works along at least three different paths: through effects on
citizens’ responses to pollsters’ questions about the matter (not necessarily on citizens’ actual at-
titudes); through elites using news frames directly to draw inferences about the current and likely
future state of public opinion; and through elite assessments of how competing elites will react to
all of this. For instance, if elites at time 2 believe that one frame will dominate the competition,
they will anticipate significant time 3 effects on public opinion, if not on actual individual opin-
ions, then on the public opinion that is perceived by the rest of the elite class. Frame contestation
is thus quite a complicated chess game, offering much grist for future research.

Elite competition is not merely designed to affect individual citizens’ issue and candidate
opinions, but equally or perhaps more importantly, to influence aggregate indicators of public
opinion embodied in what can be called polling opinion (majority responses to widely publicized
surveys), perceived public opinion and anticipated majorities (Entman, 2004). Framing messages
can still have major political influence even without affecting individuals’ opinions, because
those messages can affect elites’ perceptions of public opinion, their assessments of the political
environment and the calculations of political benefits and threats that shape their rhetoric and de-
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cisions. Public opinion is subject to framing in measurement as well as transmission (from pub-
lics to elites and the reverse path as well). The aggregation of actual public perceptions, emotions,
and preferences that are encompassed by the concept “public opinion” should not be confused
with the manifestations of them that are available to public officials or journalists.

Public opinion itself is a framed phenomenon and elites compete over framing it. The Arrow
impossibility theorem (which demonstrates that stable majority rule is unattainable in practice)
and other difficulties in aggregating individual opinion into a determinate public will are well
known (e.g., Riker, 1996), as are problems with survey methods and sampling, with non-atti-
tudes, and the list goes on. All of these dilemmas confront political elites no less than political
communication scholars. The result is that elites who seek to represent public opinion, whether
for altruistic or selfish political reasons, have no alternative but to employ a framed version that
is a selective interpretation. We can expect politicians to be especially concerned with predicting
both the direction and the intensity of opinion in the future, when the next election occurs, and
with how both media treatment and public opinion will react at that future time to what the politi-
cian does and says today.

All this suggests limitations in applying results of experiments to real world framing effects.
Another non-obvious drawback in relying too heavily on experiments is that the non-academic
survey interview experience differs substantially from the situation in which we place experi-
mental subjects. Yet those surveys by media organizations and pollsters can be highly politically
influential. If survey responses are the politically significant signaling devices to policymakers
and politicians, then the effect of framing on these in the real world, rather than on opinions
expressed in experiments, demands as much attention as the effect on actual individual opinion.
Frame messages can affect responses to survey questions in real world survey interview interac-
tions, without necessarily affecting the individual’s true opinions. Those opinions might be more
accurately assessed in a typical framing experiment by a social scientist than by a commercial
pollster’s question. Even if social scientists’ experiments get at the true opinions of subjects and
surveys do not, researchers must be equally concerned with the effects of framing on survey re-
sponses in the real world, because these are what matter to politics when it comes to publicized
policy opinions (polling majorities) to publicized evaluations of presidents, and to voting plans.

At the same time, the idea that public opinion as perceived or anticipated by elites constrains
their options for framing their own strategic messages must be understood as itself limited by
elites’ ability to heavily influence if not determine the frames that will reach publics and shape
their responses. The flow of power is two way, but most evidence suggests the elites have by
far the upper hand. Where elites disagree, though, no single “elite position” may dominate the
widely circulated framing of an event or issue, opening up the possibility of more autonomous
citizen deliberation.

CONCLUSION

Framing research has continually raised critical concerns about the ability of elites to manipu-
late the public, as well as the possibility of democracy itself. For instance, Entman (1993, p. 57)
argues:

If by shaping frames elites can determine the major manifestations of “true” public opinion that
are available to government (via polls or voting), what can true public opinion be? How can even
sincere democratic representatives respond correctly to public opinion when the empirical evi-
dence of it appears to be so malleable, so vulnerable to framing effects?
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To the extent that elites have no way of determining precisely what “real” public opinion is,
they must rely on shorthand indicators such as polls and news texts that are themselves suscep-
tible to framing effects. Regardless of whether framing truly affects actual majority opinion—or
whether true public opinion is manipulated by elites—framing is likely to have political effects
through the impacts of framing on poll responses and on the emphases of the media. These ob-
servations suggest that direct framing effects on individuals’ opinions may not yield the most
relevant data for drawing inferences about the quality of democratic citizenship. Therefore, the
literature would gain greatly from expanding the purview of framing beyond the focus on indi-
vidual opinions to framing as a larger diachronic and socio-political process.

These observations are not meant as suggestions to abandon the study of framing effects on
individual policy opinions. Instead, they point to a need to broaden the study of framing effects,
while connecting them to larger questions of democratic theory. These include but also tran-
scend questions around whether subjects who resist framing messages prove their competence as
democratic citizens. Research should focus as much on frame quality and elite quality as citizen
quality. We could devote more attention to whose frames are most available, under which condi-
tions, and how framing both guides elites’ responses to indicators of public opinion, and helps
elites shape those manifestations. Such research would illuminate the production and circulation
of frames and the feedback loops that trace the flow of political power among competing media,
competing elites, and mass publics.
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News, Discourse, and Ideology

Teun A. van Dijk

INTRODUCTION

One of the fields where the studies of discourse and communication overlap is the theory and
analysis of news. Research in communication studies has increasingly realized that its objects
of study should also be examined as forms of socially situated text or talk. This new focus has
especially been applied to the study of news in the press.

Although linguistics, semiotics and discourse studies have paid attention to news discourse
since the 1970s, their orientation used to be limited to news structures, thereby ignoring many
of the relevant contextual dimensions of communication, such as the sociology and economy of
news production and the way recipients understand, memorize and integrate information and
knowledge from news.

In this chapter we shall, on the one hand, review some earlier work on news, and, on the
other hand, sketch how this important cross-disciplinary approach to news may benefit from
other developments in the humanities and social sciences.

Since this integrated study of news-as-discourse-in-communication is still a vast field, this
chapter shall specifically deal with one major dimension of such an approach: the ideological
nature of news in the press. This perspective will be developed within the broader framework of
a new multidisciplinary approach to the study of ideology in the social sciences.

DISCOURSE STUDIES

Before we deal with news and ideology, let me briefly recapitulate the theoretical and disciplinary
background and some basic principles of a discourse analytical approach to news (see, e.g., Van
Dijk, 1997). The new cross-discipline of discourse studies has developed since the mid-1960s in
most of the humanities and social sciences. This development has taken place more or less at the
same time as, and closely related to, the emancipation of several other new interdisciplines in the
humanities, such as semiotics, pragmatics, sociolinguistics, and psycholinguistics. Yet, although
initially “discourse analysis,” just like semiotics, was based on concepts from various strands of
structural and functional linguistics, its later developments were inspired by new developments in
the social sciences. Thus, anthropology began to pay attention to complex units such as “commu-
nicative events,” a direction of research commonly referred to as “the ethnography of speaking,”
particularly influential within linguistic anthropology. Sociology made a profound impact on the
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study of discourse within its ethnomethodological paradigm, focusing especially on the analysis
of conversation and other forms of everyday interaction. And finally, as we shall see below in
more detail, discourse studies have since the 1980s been increasingly applied in the field of com-
munication in general and of mass communication in particular.

Although a vast cross-discipline such as discourse studies can hardly be summarized, some
of its main tenets are as follows (for details and a wealth of further references, see Schiffrin, Tan-
nen, & Hamilton, 2001; Van Dijk, 1997, 2007):

1. Contrary to traditional linguistics, the study of discourse is not limited to formal gram-
mars or abstract sentences, but focuses on natural language use of real language users in
real social situations of interaction and communication.

2. The unit of analysis is no longer the word or sentence, as in traditional grammars, but
the structures and strategies of “whole” written or spoken discourses or communicative
events.

3. Discourses, analyzed as complex phenomena in their own right (as is also the case for
communication), are described at many levels of structure and made explicit in terms
of a large variety of theories and (sub) disciplines, such as discourse grammar, seman-
tics, stylistics, rhetoric, conversation analysis, narrative analysis, argumentation analysis,
pragmatics, semiotics, and so on. These levels may be described by more local, micro-
level analyses, on the one hand, and by more global, macro-level analyses, on the other.
One basic principle of these analyses is that of sequentiality: Each unit at each level
(word, sentence, meaning, speech act, turn, etc.) of discourse is produced, interpreted and
analyzed as being conditioned by previously interpreted units. As we shall see, this also
applies to the analysis of news reports.

4. Discourses are not limited to a “verbal” dimension only, but also have paraverbal and
non-verbal dimensions, such as intonation, gestures and facework, on the one hand, and
other “semiotic” dimensions such as sounds, music, images, film and other multimodal
aspects, on the other hand. In other words, discourse is now understood as a complex
multimodal event of interaction and communication.

5. Discourses as language use also presuppose cognitive aspects of production and com-
prehension, involving various kinds of mental strategies, knowledge, mental models and
other representations in memory.

6. Discourses are studied in relation to various kinds of “situation,” such as interactional,
social, communicative, political, historical and cultural frameworks, interpreted by the
participants as relevant “contexts.”

7. Discourses are also being studied in the social sciences as social practices that play a
crucial role in the reproduction of society in general, and of social communities or groups
and their knowledge and ideologies, in particular. As such, discourse analysis has also
contributed to the study of the reproduction of racism and other forms of domination and
social inequality in society. Indeed, large domains of society, such as politics, the mass
media, education, science and law, largely consist of many discourse genres and com-
municative events in their respective contexts. Thus, scholars in the social sciences often
study text or talk, sometimes without awareness of the discursive nature of their data.

We see that the scope of (the objects of) discourse studies has been gradually extended in the
last decades, from words to sentences and from sentences to discourses; from syntax to semantics
to pragmatics; from microstructures to macrostructures, from monological texts to talk in interac-
tion; from verbal text and talk to multimodal communicative events, from text (and talk) to con-
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text, from social discourse and interaction to underlying cognitive processes and representations,
and from individual discourse to social systems and domains of discourse and communication.

IDEOLOGY

Many of the observations made above for the complex object of discourse, also apply to the
concept of ideology, which equally needs a multidisciplinary approach. This approach may be
summarized in the following points (for detail, see Van Dijk, 1998):

1.

The original notion of ideology as a “science of ideas” (proposed by Destutt de Tracy at
the end of the 18th century) soon received a negative connotation, reflected also in the
vague concept of “false consciousness” used by Marx and Lenin. This negative mean-
ing has dominated both the study as well as the political applications of the concept of
ideology until today, as we know from the work of Mannheim, Lukécs, Althusser, Hall,
Thompson and Eagleton, among many others.

Traditional approaches to ideologies largely ignored the discursive and cognitive dimen-
sion of ideology, despite the fact that ideas (beliefs) and hence ideologies are mental repre-
sentations, and that ideologies are largely (re)produced by text, talk and communication.
A new, multidisciplinary approach to ideology should integrate a theory of ideology as a
form of social cognition (as is also the case for knowledge), a theory of the role of dis-
course in the expression and reproduction of ideology, and a theory of the functions of ide-
ology in society, for instance in the (re)production of social groups and group relations.
Such a theory should not define ideologies as inherently negative, because ideologies as
socially shared by groups are not only used to legitimate power abuse (domination), but
also to bolster resistance, as is the case for the socialist, feminist or pacifist movements.
Ideologies are not just any kind of social beliefs, but the fundamental, axiomatic beliefs
underlying the social representations shared by a group, featuring fundamental norms and
values (such as those of freedom, justice, equality, etc.) which may be used or abused by
each social group to impose, defend or struggle for its own interests (e.g., freedom of the
press, freedom of the market, freedom from discrimination, etc.).

Ideologies may be seen as the basis of the (positive) self-image of a group, organized by
fundamental categories such as the desired (valued, preferred) identity, actions, norms
and values, resources and relations to other groups. Characteristic of such ideological
structures is the polarization between (positive) Us (the ingroup), and (negative) Them
(the outgroup). Thus, journalistic (professional) ideologies are defined in terms of typical
actions of newsmaking, values such as press freedom, objectivity, fairness or the pro-
tected resource of information, as well as the relations to the readers, sources, news actors
and the state.

Ideologies control more specific socially shared atfitudes of groups (for instance, a racist
ideology may control racist attitudes about immigration, integration, legislation, and so on).
Attitudes (such as those on immigration, divorce, abortion, death penalty, and other im-
portant social issues) are general and abstract, and may be more or less known and shared
by their members who may “apply” them to form their own personal opinions about
specific social events. These opinions may however be influenced by various (sometimes
contradictory) ideologies as well as by personal experiences. That is, unlike relatively
stable social group attitudes, personal opinions are unique and contextual: They always
depend on the person and the situation at hand.
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9. Ideologically influenced personal opinions about concrete events (such as the war in Iraq,
or a terrorist bomb attack) are represented in mental models, held in Episodic Memory
(part of Long Term Memory, as part of people’s personal experiences).

10.  These ideologically biased mental models are the basis of ideological discourse, and may
influence all levels of such discourse, from its sounds or visuals, to its syntax, topics,
meanings, speech acts, style, rhetoric or interactional strategies.

11.  Since the underlying ideologies (and the social attitudes and personal opinions influenced
by them) are generally polarized, this also tends to be the case for ideological discourse,
typically organized by emphasizing the positive representation of Us (the ingroup) and
the negative representation of Them (the outgroup)—and its corollary (mitigating the
negative representation of Us and the positive representation of Them). We call this com-
bination of general discursive strategies the “Ideological Square.”

12.  Discourse usually does not express ideologies directly, but via specific group attitudes
about social issues and personal opinions about specific events, and under the influence
of the communicative situation as subjectively defined by the speakers or writers, that is,
by their personal context models. Such context models may block or modify (mitigate
or amplify) underlying ideological beliefs, when language users adapt to the situation,
the audience, and so on. This also explains why ideologies are not always detectable in
specific situations (Van Dijk, 2008, 2009).

NEWS AS DISCOURSE

The contemporary study of news has some parallels with the study of ideology: After and besides
the more anecdotal accounts of news making and journalistic experiences, the modern study of
news was originally mainly oriented toward social dimensions of news, such as news gathering
routines and journalistic interactions as well as the organization of newspapers, rather than by
cognitive and discursive approaches. The first systematic discursive and cognitive approaches to
news structures, news production and news comprehension did not appear until the 1980s.

Thus, based on his earlier work on discourse structure and discourse processing, Van Dijk
(1988a, 1988b) proposed a multidisciplinary theory of news, featuring a theory of news schemata
defined by conventional categories of news discourse as a genre and social practice: Summary
(Headline, Lead), New Events, Previous Events, Context, Commentary, and related categories
that globally organize the (macro-level) topics of news reports in the press.

Bell (1991) in his book on language of news media adopted some of these categories, but
added—correctly—the Attribution category, in which the writer or source (such as the reporter
and his or her byline, the newspaper department, an international agency or a correspondent) may
be mentioned, together with the date and place. Also, he mentions the category of Follow-Up as
the category that organizes the information of events occurring after the major news event. He
also connects such news schema categories with the well-known categories of conventional con-
versational stories, as investigated by Labov and Waletzky (1967) in their seminal article.

While “news stories” seem to be “stories,” they do not have the same schematic (superstruc-
tural) organizations as do everyday stories told in conversation: Everyday stories are more or less
chronological, whereas news reports are organized by other principles such as relevance, impor-
tance and recency. What comes first is the headline and lead, the most important information of
the discourse, a summary, as in many conversational stories, but then the story in a news report is
delivered in installments—the most important information of each category comes first, followed
by the less important information of each category. Also, the formal (“syntactic®) categories of
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a news schema (such as Summary or Commentary) should not be confused with the semantic
categories of news discourse (such as action, actor, etc.), because this would mean that news dis-
course has a segment in which only information about an actor is given, which is usually not the
case: such information is provided together with information about events or actions.
Specifically relevant for this chapter is Bell’s contribution to the study of the ideological di-
mension of news in the press, for instance with a systematic analysis of how the news may “mis-
report” or “mis-represent” events. He emphasizes that such studies should go beyond earlier
content analyses, critical linguistics and semiotic analyses by developing more explicit linguistic
discourse analysis. He summarizes an earlier study of climate change coverage, in which news
reports were sent back to (expert) sources with the request to indicate (in)accuracy. It was found
that only 29 percent of the stories were absolutely accurate, 55 percent slightly inaccurate and
16 percent inaccurate (Bell, 1991, p. 217). Besides these quantitative measures of mis-represen-
tation, interesting for an ideological analysis of news is especially also how the news distorts the
“facts” (as defined by the original sources!). Thus, one typical transformation is overstatement,
which is of the same general category as overgeneralization as we know it from stereotypes and
prejudices or “extreme case” formulations in conversations. In addition to a change of semantic
content or meaning, such a structural transformation relation between source discourse and news
discourse may also be called rhetorical, since rhetoric deals with the way information (meaning,
content) is emphasized or de-emphasized—for various reasons. This may be to emphasize the
bad characteristics of outgroups or the good ones of ingroups, as we shall see below, but also
for dramatic effect: where scholarly discourse tends to hedge, media discourse tends to be much
more categorical and exaggerated—with the tacit assumption that readers will be more interested
in, or will better remember the “exaggerated” news. Besides misrepresentation, Bell also found
various forms of misquotations and misattributions, as well as various forms of mis-editing.

NEWS AS IDEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE

News structure analysis shows us where and how ideologies preferably manifest themselves in
news reports. We have seen above that our new sociocognitive approach explains how underlying
ideologies control more specific group attitudes and how personal mental models of journalists
about news events control activities of news making, such as assignments, news gathering, inter-
views, news writing, editing and final make up.

These newsmaking activities are ultimately controlled by the specific, ongoing context mod-
el of the journalists about the relevant aspects of the social and political situation. Such context
models of newsmaking include current setting (location, deadlines, etc.), news participants (re-
porters, editors, news actors, sources, etc.) and their roles, as well as current aims, and the social
knowledge and ideologies of the participants. This also means that whatever other professional
and social ideologies (including norms, news values, etc.) may be at work in news production,
the constraints of the now relevant context, as defined by the participants, are the crucial filter that
makes news more or less appropriate in the current social and political situation.

IDEOLOGY IN CLASSICAL STUDIES OF NEWS

Given the predominantly social approaches to news discourse, one would expect a vast literature
on the ideological nature of news. Surprisingly, nothing is less true. Among the many thousands
of articles on media and news in the database of the Social Science Citation Abstracts (World
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of Knowledge), there are at present (July, 2007) only a dozen titles that feature both keywords
“news” and “ideology.” And even the few articles whose titles suggest ideological news analysis,
hardly deal with ideological news structures in much detail.

What about books? Some of the classical books on news and newsmaking published since
the end of the 1970s do feature sections on ideology, but in those studies such accounts of ideol-
ogy are more general—typically summarizing (neo) Marxist approaches and their influences,
rather than integrating the notion in detailed and systematic ideological analyses of news in
the press. This is not surprising, because classical theories of ideology were never developed,
whether theoretically or practically, to account for language use, discourse and communication.

Interestingly, these pioneering theoretical and empirical studies of news (such as Chibnall,
1977; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Glasgow University Media Group, 1976, 1980; Golding &
Elliott, 1979; Tuchman, 1978) appeared more or less at the same time, nearly thirty years ago,
as the first book in critical linguistics, edited by Roger Fowler and his associates (Fowler, Kress,
Hodge, & Trew, 1979). This book may be considered as the first study of what later would be
called, more broadly, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Fowler is also the author of one of the
very few books that would later explicitly deal with news and ideology (Fowler, 1991). In other
words, the end of the 1970s appears to be a fertile period of innovation, both in communication
studies and in language and discourse studies. This is the period of consolidation of more social
scientific and critical approach to language, discourse and communication that had been prepared
in the 1970s.

Probably the most detailed, systematic and influential studies of news and ideology of the
last decades may be found in the books by the Glasgow University Media Group about televi-
sion news on industrial strikes (1976, 1980, etc.)—and later on other topics. From the start, this
vast empirical project established a link between communication and discourse studies. Thus, in
their More Bad News (1980) study, the authors emphasize the importance of new developments
in linguistics, discourse and conversation analysis: News talk should be studied as a special case
of talk in general, and language should not (only) be studied in abstract terms, as is the case of
Chomskyan grammars, but should be seen as part of social life. The authors correctly observe
that the formal linguistics of the time was hardly prepared to study ideology, and they therefore
suggest that we look for inspiration in sociolinguistics, especially as developed by Bernstein, as
well as to Sinclair and Coulthard’s (1975) ground-breaking book on discourse studies. To the
Glasgow Group authors, news making is based on cultural routines and professional practices
that are taken for granted and hence implicit and hard to observe directly. Analysis of news talk is
therefore able to reveal the (usually not explicit or intentional) ideologies of journalists. However,
the authors stress that industrial news does not simply reproduce ruling class propaganda, but is
usually open to various interpretations. Despite this ideological ambiguity, a “preferred reading”
of actions and events that is inimical to the interests of labour usually emerges. Such preferences
are part of a general formula, frame or “restricted code” of reporting social conflicts that implies
an ideological defense of the legitimacy of the status quo. The study examines how various prop-
erties of television news show both such underlying professional routines and social ideologies.
For instance, both in words (“disruption,” “strike*) and in images, striking workers may be rep-
resented negatively, or as a problem for the citizens, but no such negative representation is given
of the “actions” of employers (p. 177).

One of the classical studies that pays extensive attention to the role of ideologies in news
rooms and news reports is Gitlin’s (1980) analysis of media coverage of the students’ movement
in the United States. Unlike most other US researchers of the same period, he explicitly opts for
a neo-Marxist, Gramscian framework, as exemplified by the (then still rather unknown) work of
Stuart Hall in the UK, to explain his data. Gitlin, thus, is interested in hegemony in journalism:



14. NEWS, DISCOURSE, AND IDEOLOGY 197

By socialization, and by the bonds of experience and relationships—in other words, by direct cor-
porate and class interests—the owners and managers of the major media are committed to the
maintenance of the going system in its main outlines: committed, that is to say, to private property
relations which honor the prerogatives of capital; committed to a national security State; committed
to reform of selected violations of the moral code through selective action by State agencies; and
committed to approving individual success within corporate and bureaucratic structures. (p. 258)

Gitlin, like Gans, finds that the ideologies of editors and reporters are quite similar, as is the
case for journalists and most of their sources. In case of conflict, hegemonic boundaries are not
overstepped: As he argues, the “work of hegemony, all in all, consists of imposing standardized
assumptions over events and conditions that must be “covered” by the dictates of the prevailing
in news standards” (p. 264).

Just like the other classical (sociological) books on news of the same period, Gitlin’s study
emphasizes the routines of newsmaking which make reporting less burdensome. However, to re-
main credible and responsible in times of social upheaval, journalists may need to cover alterna-
tive groups (students, feminists) and thus be partly pulled to an alternative ideological direction.
In this way, hegemonic frames may slowly shift if such coverage wants to be credibly consistent
with how the world is perceived.

We may conclude from this brief review of the account of ideology in some of the classical
books on news of the late 1970s and early 1980s that they do pay attention to ideology, but that
such attention is largely limited to a relatively brief account of ideologies in the newsroom and of
journalists, rather than of the properties of the coverage itself. Also, such an account is given in
very general terms, and is not based on a detailed study of the ideologies of journalists. Fieldwork
observations are the basis of the account of the general ideological consensus in the newsroom,
and of the boundaries of possible variation under hegemonic influence of the newspaper as a
bureaucracy and a business enterprise. These newsroom observations remain rather general, and
hardly inquire into the ideological details of news values, news beats, interactions with sources,
news formats, styles and contents, among other aspects of news making. In that sense, most
investigations are contemporary studies of the sociology of bureaucratic and organizational rou-
tines and taken for granted knowledge and values. They do not provide sociocognitive and dis-
cursive analyses of the details of professional and other social ideologies, and how these impact
on news production and news discourse.

CONTEMPORARY STUDIES OF NEWS AND IDEOLOGIES

The ideological backlash in the America of presidents Reagan and Bush—father and son—during
the 1980s and 1990s was soon disturbed by the Gulf War and then 9/11 and the Iraq war—giving
rise to renewed ideological critique of the news media. Whereas communism and anticommu-
nism defined the ideologies of the Cold War, and the media had to confront the new ideologies
of resistance, namely those of feminism, antiracism and pacifism, the last decade has seen the
substitution of anticommunism by a compound mixture of antiterrorism and anti-Islamism, with
a continuing undercurrent of old anti-Arab racism. Such ideologies were not just those of radi-
cal neo-liberal hawks, but due to the tragic events of 9/11 could be spread and inculcated among
many ordinary people as well, not least in the media. Nationalism, patriotism and jingoism thus
combined with the ideologies mentioned above to form the basis of an obsession with “homeland
security” on the one hand, and the legitimation of the Iraq war, on the other. The media, as well
as their contemporary critics, thus faced an ideological situation that was more complex than
that of straightforward anticommunism, and that had only marginally gone beyond the standard
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dominant ideologies of race, gender and class challenged by the civil rights and feminist move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s.

Whereas classical studies focus on newsmaking, contemporary studies also pay attention to
the effects and consequences of news. Van Dijk (1988b) presented a general theory of news struc-
tures, as organized by specific news schemas, as well as a theory of news production as special
forms of (source) discourse processing.

Further, he also offered a series of critical case studies, including one of international news
and local opposition groups, such as squatters in Amsterdam (Van Dijk, 1988a). The same book
also features a vast case study for UNESCO of the international coverage in hundreds of news-
papers in dozens of languages covering co-occurring major events of mid-September 1982 (the
assassination of president-elect Bechir Gemayel of Lebanon, the occupation of Beirut by Israel
and the accidental death of the Princess of Monaco, Grace Kelly). The results first of all showed
that ideological differences in the accounts were less stark than expected. For instance, the cov-
erage of the assassination of Gemayel in (then) communist Pravda of Moscow, Renmin Ribao
(People’s Daily) in China or Granma of Cuba, and in much of the (anticommunist) western press,
showed many more similarities than ideologically based differences. It was concluded that the
(Western) international news agencies on which most of these stories were based seem to suc-
cessfully promote a global story format for the coverage of such events. The ideological slant
of the communist papers was clearly against (the role of) Israel, but such a bias merely showed
in a few negative labels such as “Zionist” to refer to Israeli forces. Similarly, arch conserva-
tive Chilean EI Mercurio (supporting Pinochet’s military regime) hardly reported negatively on
the (violent) history of Falangist Gemayel. Overall, differences in style and content were more
marked by other ideological dimensions, such as those between popular and quality newspapers
within the same country.

The 1990s also witnessed the publication of some more specific articles on news and ideol-
ogy. Meeuwis (1993) examined nationalist ideologies in reporting on the war in Yugoslavia—and
especially focused on the unchallenged beliefs about ethnicity and interculturality. Kitis and
Milapides (1997) advocated a detailed critical analysis of (also) the higher levels of news texts
instead of a focus on local grammar or on production conditions of news. In a detailed analysis of
a Time article about Greece, they show how one metaphor may dominate many of the syntactic
and semantic properties of that article. Kuo and Nakamura (2005) compared how two ideologi-
cally different papers in Taiwan gave a different account of the same event, namely an interview
with the Taiwanese First Lady. Although based on the same text in English (occasioned by her
visit to the United States), the newspapers produced systematically distinct translations of the
First Lady’s interview in headlines; what is included or excluded, as well as differences of lexical
choice, among other discourse properties. The authors show that such specific linguistic differ-
ences of news report may be explained in terms of the re-unification vs. independence ideologies
of the two newspapers.

Van Dijk (1995) examined the relations between discourse semantics and ideology. In this
contribution he provided a detailed analysis of news articles in the New York Times and The
Washington Post and showed how various aspects of discourse semantics, such as topic, focus,
propositional structures, local coherence, level of description, lexical items, implications and
macrostructure may be influenced by underlying ideologies in the United States, for instance
on Arabs. Following the overall strategy of the ideological square, the latter may be described
in New York Times editorials as “terrorists,” a description never used to describe Israelis killing
Palestinians. Such polarized hyperboles for one side of the conflict, as well as the use of miti-
gated expressions for the description of friends, allies or other ingroup members, also extend to
the pragmatic level, where friendly regimes who abuse human rights are typically recommended
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to mend their ways in the softest of speech acts. In a systematic analysis of an op-ed article on
Gadhafi by Jim Hoagland in the Washington Post, the author showed how various semantics
structures, such as focus, topic-comment, foregrounding-backgrounding and related strategies of
information distribution in discourse are influenced by the (conservative, anti-Arab, etc.) ideolo-
gies of the writer. Thus, not only are the negative actions of the Libyan “tyrant” and his “mega-
lomania” highlighted in this article, his agency and responsibility are also pointed out through
various strategies of foregrounding.

Scholars have already suggested that dominant political ideologies in various countries, as
shared by the media, also explain differences in the account of international events: Enemy states
and friendly states or allies are of course systematically covered in a different way, as Herman and
Chomsky (1988) have shown. Fang (1994 ) shows this for Renmin Ribao and its coverage of riots
and violence in countries that have friendly or inimical relations with China. For instance, op-
position in countries that are inimical to China may typically be represented as “demonstration,”
“struggle” or “protest,” whereas such mass action in friendly countries tends to be described as
“clashes” or “riots.” Such tendencies may even be more pronounced in syntactic structure: Police
action in inimical countries is largely described in the active voice, thus emphasizing the respon-
sibility of the police (violence), whereas the passive voice tends to be used for police action in
non-hostile countries inculcated thus reducing the active responsibility of the police.

NEWS PRODUCTION AND IDEOLOGICAL CONTROL

Not only is there a lack of an explicit theory of ideology, but we do not have at our disposal a
detailed theory of discourse and a sociocognitive theory that explains how ideologies control pro-
cesses of news production. Whatever the value of existing studies for our understanding of news
production routines, news values or power relationships, they remain theoretically incomplete
when it comes to providing a detailed account of the ideologies involved and the structures of
news that are controlled by them. Given the aims of this chapter and this section, we shall now
focus more on ideologically controlled news structures in general terms, rather than on the nature
of the ideologies themselves, or on the (vast quantity of) individual authors and studies.

Racism and the News

International research on racism and the mass media has consistently shown that despite consid-
erable variation among countries, periods and newspapers, the press continues to be part of the
problem of racism, rather than its solution. These ideological influences of racism on newsmak-
ing may be summarized by the following main findings of research (for details, see, e.g., Bon-
nafous, 1991; Cottle, 2000; Hartmann & Husband, 1974; Henry & Tator, 2002; Husband, 1975;
Jager & Link, 1993; Martindale, 1986; Richardson, 2004; Ruhrmann, 1995; Said, 1981; Smither-
man-Donaldson & Van Dijk, 1987; Ter Wal, 2002; Van Dijk, 1991, 1993; UNESCO 1974, 1977,
among many other books and a vast number of articles):

1. Hiring: Many forms of ethnic bias defined below are crucially influenced by the fact that
in all white-dominated societies, ethnic journalists are discriminated against in hiring, so
that most newsrooms are predominantly white. And those (few) minorities being hired
will tend to be recruited not only for their outstanding professionalism, but also because
their ethnic ideologies (and especially their moderate antiracism) do not clash with those
of the editors.
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News values: Events are attributed higher news values if they are about “our own” people
or when “our own” people are involved, whether or not these are “closer” geographi-
cally.

Beats and sources: In ethnic or racial conflicts, white elite sources are consistently given
priority, attributed higher credibility, found more reliable and (hence) are more likely to
be quoted as such.

Selection: Available news stories are more likely to be selected for inclusion not only if
they are about people like us (see News values), but also when they are consistent with
prevalent ethnic and racial stereotypes, as is the case for rioting blacks in the UK, black
dictators in Africa or the terrorism of (Arab) Islamists.

Salience (placement and lay-out): News stories about ethnic-racial Others (minorities,
immigrants, refugees, etc.) are distributed over the newspaper and the page not only by
criteria of relative social or political importance or relevance, but also by ethnic-racial
criteria: As a general rule, news about bad actions of Them, especially against (people
like) Us, is more salient than the reverse.

Topics: Whereas (people like) Us may be represented as actors in virtually all kinds of
news stories and on a large variety of social, political and economic topics, the coverage
of Them tends to be limited to a few issues and topics, such as immigration, integra-
tion and race relations, crime, violence and deviance, cultural conflicts and entertainment
(music, sports).

Perspective: Another global constraint on news stories is the ethnocentric perspective in
the description of news events. Ethnic conflicts, problems of integration and cultural dif-
ferences, for instance, tend to be represented from “our” (white) perspective, for instance
in terms of Them not being able or wanting to adapt to Us, instead of vice versa.
Formats, order and foregrounding: Whereas topics are the global meaning of discourse,
schemas define their overall format and order, such as the distinction between Headlines,
Leads, and other categories of news (Main Events, Context, Background, History, Reac-
tions, etc.). We find that negative actions and events of ethnic minorities or other non-
European Others, for example, are not only preferably placed in the prominent positions
of Headlines and Leads (because they are defined as topics), but also foregrounded in the
overall order and categories of news reports.

Quotation: Given the ethnic bias of beats and source selection and evaluation, it may be
predicted that those who are quoted as reliable sources or spokespersons tend to be Our
(white) elites, rather than Their elites or spokespersons.

News actor and event description: Ethnic Others tend to be described more often in nega-
tive terms, whereas people like Us tend to be described positively or more neutrally, even
when engaging in negative actions.

Style: At the more manifest levels of style, such as the selection of words, sentence syntax
and other variable expressions of underlying global topics and local meanings, we find
that lexical items used to describe Others and their actions tend to have more negative
connotations.

Rhetoric: All properties of news described above may be emphasized or de-emphasized
by well-known rhetorical figures, such as metaphors, hyperboles and euphemisms. Thus,
the arrival of Others in Our country is consistently represented in terms of large quantities
of threatening water: waves, floods, etc. and Their immigration as invasion, etc. On the
other hand, Our racism will usually be described in terms of mitigating euphemisms, for
instance in terms of popular discontent or as political populism, or reduced to less nega-
tive notions such as discrimination, national preference or bias.



14. NEWS, DISCOURSE, AND IDEOLOGY 201

Nationalism in the News

Journalists often identify not only with a language but also with a nation state, and in nationalist
ideologies, the positive self-image is in terms of Us in our country, on the one hand, and Them
in (or from) other countries, on the other hand, as we also have seen for racist ideologies, with
which nationalist ideologies are closely related. In nationalist ideologies, identity is crucial, and
associated with a complex system of positive characteristics about how we are, about our history
and habits, our language and culture, national character, and so on (Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl, &
Liebhart, 1998).

As suggested above, nationalist ideologies also influence news and newsmaking, especially
when journalists write about “foreign” events and people or about situations of wars, conflicts,
terrorist attacks and international competitions. It is well-known that wars are not covered in
terms of a mere conflict, but in strongly polarized terms, between (good) Us and (bad) Them, as
soon as “our” country is at war, and “our” soldiers’ are involved (Adams, 1986; Glasgow Uni-
versity Media Group, 1985 ; Hutcheson, Domke, Billeaudeaux, & Garland, 2004; Lewis, 2005;
Morrison & Tumber, 1988; Schechter, 2005; Zelizer & Allan, 2003).

The norms and values associated with nationalism are those of patriotism and loyalty—
especially made relevant in times of crisis or war. And the typical (“good*) actions recommended
by nationalist ideologies is to defend the nation against invaders and foreign influences, both
military and economic as well as cultural (language, arts, etc.). The most precious resource of the
nationalist, thus, is on the one hand, “our land,” territory, etc., and on the other hand the symbolic
resources of “our” culture, language, etc.

Nationalism is not merely manifested in times of war or serious conflicts, but also in many
everyday news events. Thus, the nation may be “flagged” in many mundane ways in everyday
discourse and also in the media (Billig, 1995). This may happen in the coverage of the actions
of “our” politicians in international affairs, beauty contests reference to well-known national
businesses and their products, as well as other symbols of “our” nation or culture: movies, film
stars, writers, painters, and of course, in some countries, the Royal Family (Billig, 1992, 1995).
Specifically prone to nationalist coverage in the mass media is that of international sport (Blain,
Boyle, & O’Donnell, 1993).

Sexism and the News

Much of what has been said above regarding racist ideologies and their influence on the news
also applies to patriarchal gender ideologies such as sexism or male chauvinism. By definition,
the structure of the dominant ideology of sexism as an ideology is also polarized, as between Us
(men) and Them (women), and especially between Us (“real” men) and Them (feminists). How-
ever, sexist ideologies are not limited to men, but may also be shared by those women who agree
with (at least some) sexist attitudes. The structures of sexist ideologies are thus polarized be-
tween positive self-descriptions of men (e.g., as strong, independent, etc.) and other-descriptions
of women (e.g., as weak, dependent, etc.), hence defining opposed identities, the characteristic
activities of men vs. women, different norms and values, and different resources that define the
power position of men in society.

Few of the studies of gender and news specifically focus on underlying ideologies. Rather,
classical news values are discussed as the basis for discrimination in the newsroom, assignments
and beats, sources and quotations, the style of coverage (objective vs. emotional), the type of sto-
ries, and so on. It is not easy to infer a detailed ideological system from such discussions, but the
following gender-ideological propositions seem to have inspired these classical news values, the
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hierarchy of newspapers as organizations, the organization of beats and assignments, as well as
the overall topics and style of representing women and men (see, among many other references,
the following books: Beyerly & Ross, 2006; Carter, Branston, & Allan, 1998; Cole & Henderson
Daniel, 2005):

» Men are stronger (tougher, etc.) than women.

¢ Men are more competent than women.

* Men are more reliable than women.

» Men are more objective than women.

» Men’s issues are more important than women’s issues.

* Women (e.g., feminists) actively resisting the dominant patriarchal order are bad women.

» Women who directly compete with men (such as political candidates) are a threat to male
domination.

* Women as victims are “good” women only if they have behaved appropriately, if not they
are “bad girls” who deserve what they get.

* Men as perpetrators of violence against women have been provoked by women, or are
victims of circumstances beyond their control.

CONCLUSIONS

As is the case for most public discourse, the news is imbued with ideologies. A detailed study
of such ideologies in the mass media and other forms of public elite discourse contributes to our
insights into their very reproduction in society. The review of theoretical and empirical research
in this chapter leaves no doubt about the prominent role of the news media in the (re)production
of ideologies in society. The evidence shows that on the whole, despite some variation between
different (liberal vs. conservative, and popular vs. elite) newspapers, these dominant ideologies
are associated with the very position and power of white, male, middle class journalists working
within a corporate environment. Women, poor people, workers, black people, immigrants, and all
those who have no access to, and control over public discourse are thus largely ignored, or repre-
sented negatively when seen as a problem or a threat to the social mainstream. To sustain existing
powers, polarized (Us vs. Them) ideologies are necessarily aligned along fundamental dimen-
sions of society, such as those of class, gender, and race (and the same is true for age and sexual
orientation, not dealt with in this chapter). The elites that control the access to, and the contents
and structures of public discourse, and that of the mass media, in particular, thus also are able to
control the formation and reproduction of the very ideologies that help to sustain their power.

Such a conclusion is hardly new. However, so far it was rather a general assumption than
proven in detail by a theoretically based analysis of ideologies, on the one hand, and of news
reports, on the other hand. The study of social cognition, as well as the explicit analysis of text
and talk was hardly mainstream in the social sciences in general and in communication and jour-
nalism studies in particular. This chapter has shown that a more sophisticated, multidisciplinary
theory of news production, news structures and news reception, combined with new theories of
ideology as social cognition and of news reports and news production as specific social and dis-
cursive practices, is able to account for the detailed mechanisms of the reproduction of ideologies
by the mass media in general and by daily news reports in particular.

Unfortunately, most of the studies reviewed in this chapter (as well as in other chapters of
this book) are not yet formulated in such a broad, explicit and multidisciplinary framework and
limited to more traditional methods, such as content or frame analysis. Yet, even so they provide
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sufficient evidence for our general conclusions about the role of news in the reproduction of
sexism, racism, classism, and nationalism. Future studies will then be able to provide even more
detailed and explicit analyses of news production routines and news report structures that provide
insight into the deeper mechanisms of ideological reproduction in public discourse.

REFERENCES

Adams, V. (1986). The media and the Falklands campaign. London: Macmillan.

Bell, A. (1991). The language of news media. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Beyerly, C. M., & Ross, K. (2006). Women & media: A critical introduction. Oxford: Blackwell.

Billig, M. (1992). Talking of the royal family. London: Routledge.

Billig, M. (1995). Banal nationalism. London: Sage.

Bonnafous, S. (1991). L’immigration prise aux mots. Paris: Editions Kimé.

Carter, C., Branston, G., & Allan, S. (Eds.). (1998). News, gender, and power. London: Routledge.

Chibnall, S. (1977). Law-and-order news: An analysis of crime reporting in the British press. London:
Tavistock.

Cole, E., & Henderson Daniel, J. (Eds.). (2005). Featuring females: Feminist analyses of media. Washing-
ton, DC: American Psychological Association.

Cottle, S. (Ed.). (2000). Ethnic minorities and the media. Buckingham, UK: Open University Press.

Fishman, M. (1980). Manufacturing the news. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Fowler, R. (1991). Language in the news. Discourse and ideology in the British press. London: Routledge.

Fowler, R., Kress, G., Hodge, B., & Trew, T. (1979). Language and control. London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul.

Gans, H. J. (1979). Deciding what’s news. A study of CBS evening news, NBC nightly news, Newsweek, and
Time. New York: Pantheon Books.

Gitlin, T. (1980). The whole world is watching: Mass media in the making & unmaking of the New Left.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Glasgow University Media Group. (1976). Bad news. London Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Glasgow University Media Group. (1980). More bad news. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Golding, P., & Elliott, P. (1979). Making the news. London: Longman.

Hartmann, P. G., & Husband, C. (1974). Racism and the mass media: A study of the role of the mass media
in the formation of white beliefs and attitudes in Britain. Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Littlefield.

Henry, F., & Tator, C. (2002). Discourses of domination. Racial bias in the Canadian English-language
press. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Herman, E. S., & Chomsky, N. (1988). Manufacturing consent: The political economy of the mass media.
New York: Pantheon Books.

Husband, C. (1975). White media and black Britain: A critical look at the role of the media in race relations
today. London: Arrow.

Hutcheson, J., Domke, D., Billeaudeaux, A., & Garland, P. (2004). US national identity, political elites, and
a patriotic press following September 11. Political Communication, 21(1), 27-50.

Jager, S., & Link, J. (1993). Die vierte gewalt. Rassismus und die medien (The fourth power. racism and the
media). Duisburg, Germany: DISS.

Kitis, E., & Milapides, M. (1997). Read it and believe it: How metaphor constructs ideology in news dis-
course: A case-study. Journal of Pragmatics, 28(5), 557-590.

Kuo, S. H., & Nakamura, M. (2005). Translation or transformation? A case study of language and ideology
in the Taiwanese press. Discourse & Society, 16(3), 393—417.

Labov, W., & Waletzky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis. Oral versions of personal experience. In J. Helm,
(Ed.), Essays on the verbal and visual arts (pp. 12—44). Seattle: University of Washington Press,
Lewis, J. (2005). Shoot first and ask questions later. Media coverage of the 2003 Irag war. New York: Peter

Lang.
Martindale, C. (1986). The white press and Black America. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.



204 VAN DIJK

Meeuwis, M. (1993). Nationalist ideology in news reporting on the Yugoslav crisis: A pragmatic analysis.
Journal of Pragmatics, 20(3), 217-237.

Morrison, D. E., & Tumber, H. (1988). Journalists at war: The dynamics of news reporting during the
Falklands conflict. London: Sage.

Richardson, J. E. (2004). (Mis)representing Islam. The racism and rhetoric of British broadsheet newspa-
pers. Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Ruhrmann, G. (Ed.). (1995). Das Bild der Auslinder in der Offentlichkeit. Eine theoretische und empirische
Analyse zur Fremdenfeindlichkeit (The image of foreigners in the public sphere. A theoretical and
empirical analysis of xenophobia). Opladen, Germany: Leske.

Said, E. W. (1981). Covering Islam: How the media and the experts determine how we see the rest of the
world. New York: Pantheon.

Schechter, D. (2005). When news lies. Media complicity and the Irag war. New York: SelectBooks.

Schiffrin, D., Tannen, D., & Hamilton, H. E. (Eds.). (2001). The handbook of discourse analysis. Malden,
MA: Blackwell.

Sinclair, J., & Coulthard, M. (1975). Towards an analysis of discourse: The English used by teachers and
pupils. London: Oxford University Press.

Smitherman-Donaldson, G., & Van Dijk, T. A. (Eds.). (1987). Discourse and discrimination. Detroit, MI:
Wayne State University Press.

Ter Wal, J. (Ed.). (2002). Racism and cultural diversity in the mass media. An overview of research and
examples of good practice in the EU member states, 1995-2000. Vienna: European Monitoring Center
on Racism and Xenophobia.

Tuchman, G. (1978). Making news: A study in the construction of reality. New York: Free Press.

UNESCO. (1974). Race as news. Paris: Unesco.

UNESCO. (1977). Ethnicity and the media. Paris: Unesco.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1988a). News analysis: Case studies of international and national news in the press. Hills-
dale, NJ: Erlbaum

Van Dijk, T. A. (1988b). News as discourse. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1991). Racism and the press. London: Routledge.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1993). Elite discourse and racism. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1995). Discourse semantics and ideology. Discourse & Society, 6(2), 243-289.

Van Dijk, T. A. (1998). Ideology. A multidisciplinary approach. London: Sage.

Van Dijk, T. A. (2008). Discourse and context. A sociocognitive approach. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Van Dijk, T. A. (2009). Society in discourse. How context controls text and talk. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Van Dijk, T. A. (Ed.). (1997). Discourse studies. A multidisciplinary introduction (2 vols.). London: Sage.

Van Dijk, T. A. (Ed.). (2007). Discourse studies (5 vols.). London: Sage.

Wodak, R., de Cillia, R., Reisigl, M., & Liebhart, K. (1998). The discursive construction of national iden-
tity. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Zelizer, B., & Allan, S. (Eds.). (2003). Journalism after September 11. London: Routledge.



15
Rethinking News and Myth as Storytelling

S. Elizabeth Bird and Robert W. Dardenne

In 1988, we explored the idea that news is not merely objective reporting of fact, but also a form
of storytelling that functions in a mythological way (Bird & Dardenne, 1988). We argued that
journalists operate like traditional storytellers, using conventional structures to shape events into
story—and in doing so define the world in particular ways that reflect and reinforce audiences’ no-
tions of reality. Journalism, more than myth, is part of rational discourse that facilitates informed
citizenship; nevertheless, we argued that we must better understand the narrative construction
and mythological function of news to fully comprehend the ideological way in which it operates
in any culture. We built on earlier work by journalism scholars such as Schudson (1982), who
interrogated the core journalistic concept of objectivity. Here, we trace the context of scholarly
interest in journalism as myth and storytelling, address how it has been applied through the last
several decades, and offer suggestions for future research. Such scholarship, it should be noted,
has consistently applied an interpretive approach, following the tradition of anthropologists like
Geertz (1973), rather than that of journalism scholars working in a social scientific tradition.

THE CONTEXT

Journalism scholars critique news in many ways, but a central thread involves questions around
truth and accuracy. The ideal of objectivity holds that particular journalistic techniques can pro-
duce accurate, if not necessarily complete, accounts of events. News “bias” suggests that a “true”
account potentially exists, but that various influences lead journalists to produce other than ob-
jective reports. Journalistic ideals of objectivity differ from those of positivistic social sciences,
but the philosophical approach is similar. We see journalism studies operating within that larger
context in the 1960s, 1970s, and into the 1980s, which saw an increase in critiques of positivism
and increased doubts about the possibility of reaching truth through empirical description. Berger
and Luckmann (1967) popularized the concept that reality is socially constructed, a notion that
spread through the social sciences and humanities. Historians such as Mink (1987) rejected the
idea that history is “out there” waiting to be described, instead asserting that historians produce
history through narrative art. White (1980) and Fisher (1987) suggested that the impulse to tell
stories is a universal human characteristic, and the notion of homo narrans, or “man the story-
teller,” permeated scholarship across disciplines (Mechling, 1991).

Clifford and Marcus (1986) integrated threads of a growing movement in anthropology that
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became known as the “crisis of representation,” which argued that ethnography, rather than be-
ing a scientific account of culture, is another form of constructed narrative. In the 1980s and
90s, post-modernist theorists attempted to deconstruct the nature of truth and reality, and within
this context journalism scholars seriously approached news as a form of constructed reality (al-
though Lippmann [1922] had explored this idea earlier). Simultaneous with this ferment came
increasing interest in the study of myth as a particular kind of narrative. The Jungian-inspired
writings of Campbell (e.g., 1949), which focused on universal archetypes, spurred huge popular
interest, manifested in such popular culture icons as Star Wars, video games, and countless other
phenomena. Scholarly work on myth flourished in the prolific writing of Eliade (e.g., 1963) and
Lévi-Strauss (e.g., 1968), while Barthes (1972), bridging popular and scholarly discourse, drew
much-needed attention to myth’s ideological function.

NEWS AS MYTH

We distinguish between the two clearly related ideas of “news as myth” and “news as storytell-
ing.” Myth has been defined in hundreds of ways, although all definitions address the functional
role of myth in providing enduring narratives that help maintain a sense of continuity and order
in the world, regardless of whether these narratives describe fantastical gods and creatures, or
“real” people. Individual news stories don’t function like individual myths, but as a communica-
tion process, news as a body may function like myth. As we wrote in 1988, “Myth reassures by
telling tales that explain [...] phenomena and provide acceptable answers; myth does not neces-
sarily reflect an objective reality, but builds a world of its own” (p. 70). For example, one function
of myth is to explain that which cannot be easily explained—the rise and fall of the stock market
and the economy, or even the weather—as well as more intangible things, such as notions of mo-
rality, appropriateness, and fairness. This, we argued, was a function of people’s intolerance for
randomness, inexplicability and ambiguity. The same impulses that drove the shaman to create
stories to explain events, and people to need such stories, drive journalists and their audiences
today. In the sense that myth comforts, news also comforts, and provides a sense of control.

In the 1980s, Knight and Dean (1982) looked at the mythical structure of news, and the semi-
nal work of Carey (1975) established the need to view news as a whole, with significant ritual
functions, rather than seeing each story as distinct. Later, Kitch (2000; 2003) demonstrated per-
suasively the role of news in “civil religion,” during which journalists and the public converge in
ritualistic moments, such as mourning after September 11, 2001. Her analysis of post-September
11 news magazines suggests that the story assumed the three-stage structure of a funeral, in
which millions of Americans participated through national news media, making it “an ‘Ameri-
can’ story in symbolic ways that went beyond the fact of war” (2003, p. 222).

Discussion of the mythological frame focuses on universalities, which helps advance an un-
derstanding of the communal, celebratory role of news. News plays a cultural role analogous to
that of myth by using familiar, recurring narrative patterns that help explain why it seems simul-
taneously novel, yet soothingly predictable. Lule (2001) elaborately developed the idea by trac-
ing a series of mythical archetypes in the New York Times. He argued (again) for understanding
news as recurring myth, and made journalists’ role as “scribes” analogous to ancient bards: “The
daily news is the primary vehicle for myth in our time” (p. 19). Like others (e.g., Langer, 1998;
Corcoran, 1986) he describes how hero, trickster, good mother, and flood archetypes play out in
news stories, couched in familiar and comfortable formulae. We agree that this is an important
point, yet it has significant limitations.

At least in Lule’s case, we think one problem is the dependence on such popular thinkers as
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Campbell. We agree with Levi-Strauss (1968) and others that near-universal themes in folklore
and myth exist in different times and places throughout the world, as perusal of the folk tale type
and motif indexes confirm (Aarne, 1928; Thompson, 1975). However, scholars, even those who
study folklore, rarely use these indexes other than to note that a familiar theme has popped up
in yet another narrative. This still interests, but theoretically, it no longer advances discussion,
which we think can be accomplished by asking how a given narrative speaks to and about the
specific circumstances in which we now find it. The “universalist” approach pays scant attention
to differences in time and place that produce particular cultural moments and narratives, rooted in
particular histories. As Scherr (2004) comments, Lule’s “mythic model often employs generali-
ties that obscure as much as they explain” (p. 430). How does it help us, for example, to see Mike
Tyson as an archetypal trickster (Lule, 2001), especially when, as Coman (2005) writes, he could
as easily be seen as an archetypal scapegoat? We agree with Coman that while “the investiga-
tions into the relationship between myth and news story [...] are often persuasive and exciting
[...] they have not generated a complete theory [...] or an intense and homogeneous current of
research” (p. 119).

NEWS AS STORYTELLING

Appreciation of news as myth provides a framework to attain a deeper cultural understanding
of news if we root analyses in the particular. The universal impulse toward story or storytell-
ing seems as strong as ever in contemporary culture. Consider professional wrestling, which
enhanced its popularity and involved fans in interactive debate by adding sometimes elaborate
storylines to its conventional conflict between two simplistically “good” or “evil” protagonists
(McBride & Bird, 2007). Video games, once mostly testing players’ abilities to search and de-
stroy, and the hugely popular Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPG’s),
now allow players to participate in often complex storylines frequently drawn from cultural stocks
of mythological themes. And in journalism, although the conventional inverted pyramid remains
dominant, reporters make extensive use of story, especially with the ubiquitous anecdotal lead
(Black, 2001) or in more consciously narrative writing that draws on the traditions of “new” or
“literary” journalism and fiction (see Boyton, 2005; Kerrane & Yagoda, 1998). Reality television,
which grew out of “tabloid TV” news, seeks to engage viewers by employing essentially a series
of mini-stories, which, like news, bask in the aura of “truth.” A “story” is different from a simple
chronological account, because it seeks coherence and meaning; a story has a point, and it exists
within a cultural lexicon of understandable themes.

Scholars have long analyzed news as a form of storytelling. Several authors note that as a
genre, news is indebted to oral traditions, popular ballads, broadsheets, and so on (Bird, 1992;
Dardenne, 1990, 1998; Ettema & Glasser, 1988). Early attempts to explore these ideas included
Hughes’ (1968) pioneering study of the human interest story, in which she noted that particular
stories, such as that of “the lost child,” recur, each feeding into those that follow and determin-
ing perception and development of “the story.” In 1975, Darnton wrote an oft-cited essay of his
experience in a New York Times newsroom showing how journalists used mythic themes and pro-
viding a personal example of how they obtained quotes for particular, standard stories: “When I
needed such quotes I used to make them up, as did some of the others [...] for we knew what the
bereaved mother and the mourning father should have said, and possibly even heard them speak
what was in our minds rather than in theirs” (p. 190).

By the 1980s, many writers were exploring ideas of news as narrative, both in academic and
professional publications. For example, Sibbison (1988) concluded that mainstream publications
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like Newsweek, the Los Angeles Times, and the Boston Globe consistently cover medical stories
according to the conventions of the “medical breakthrough story” even when not justified by the
facts. Barkin (1984) sketched out the basic claim that journalists are bardic storytellers. Ettema
and Glasser (1988, p. 11) applied the theories of Mink and White to conclude that

investigative journalism defends traditional virtue by telling stories of terrible vice [...]Investiga-
tive journalism maintains and sometimes updates consensual interpretations of right and wrong,
innocence and guilt, by applying them to the case in hand, though it seldom analyzes or critiques
such interpretations.

Ettema and Glasser’s work was important in underlining the idea that news is a “moraliz-
ing” form of discourse that can actually be damaging to rational and deliberative consideration
of significant social issues. The same year, we attempted to bring together most of the current
scholarship on news as narrative, offering what we hoped was a coherent theoretical framework
for the understanding of news as storytelling, and suggesting, like Ettema and Glasser, that the
impulse to tell stories may lead journalists to frame the world in conventional ways that often
reinforce existing ideologies.

The “journalism as story” concept resonated across disciplines. In public health, Golden
(2000) analyzed consequences of a news story about a bartender refusing to serve alcohol to a
pregnant woman. A major public debate centered on the responsibilities of women and society
over fetuses, with large narrative arcs developing about victims (women or fetuses?) and villains
(women or repressive moralists?). She took myth and story beyond identification of over-arching
themes into analyses of how those themes operate in specific cases, and how this affects people’s
lives and public policy. Similarly, Bird (2003) looked at the life cycle of a story about a sup-
posed mystery woman deliberately infecting men with AIDS. The story, which had huge impact
at the peak of fear about AIDS in the mid-1990s, evoked archetypical themes that have surfaced
throughout history—the exotic and dangerous woman, the power of the seductress. Much of its
power derived from ancient stereotypes and fears; however, immediate circumstances of the early
1990s attributed just as significantly to its impact. It did active cultural work at that moment, in
that place, speaking to that time period’s fears about race, gender, and sexual practices.

Cross-cultural comparisons benefit from close analysis of narrative technique when the
question becomes: How are the stories of one culture different from one another, rather than
the conventional: How are we all the same? Wardle (2003) compares numerous journalistic
narratives about Theodore Kaczynksi (the US “Unabomber”) and David Copeland (the UK
“Nailbomber”’)—both diagnosed as paranoid schizophrenics and tried for similar crimes in
widely covered trials. Wardle concludes that British news coverage privileged the “story of the
crime,” while US news focused on “the story of the trial,” with neither exploring significant is-
sues of mental illness the cases raised. Wardle’s exemplary study moves from detailed analysis
of individual stories to interpret “the story” of the events, but without asking the next logical
question—Why the difference between the two cultural contexts? This area holds great potential
for narrative analysis, which could explore central themes distinct to particular cultural contexts.
However, scholars rarely analyze news across cultures, in part because of the daunting task of
describing “news” in more than one culture and linking it to known cultural themes. Occasion-
ally, anthropologists touch on these questions. Kottak (1990) contrasts Brazilian and US national
television news, showing how each focuses on civics, the nation-state, and international affairs,
but balances them differently. Brazilian news often plays up stories focusing on US technologies
(reproductive, for example) that are viewed as hostile to traditional local values. He argues that
this theme confirms for Brazilians “the stereotype of American society as developed but flawed



15. RETHINKING NEWS AND MYTH AS STORYTELLING 209

[...] American culture sometimes carries its know-how and inventiveness to inhumane extremes”
(p- 92). Analyses like this could go further, linking identified themes to larger and more deep-
rooted characteristics of specific cultures.

WHOSE STORY?

Whose story is being told? Archetypal, mythic analysis cannot answer that question because it as-
sumes that at some level they are all “our stories.” Effective news speaks to the audience through
story frames that resonate. News/myth, in invoking ancient characters and themes, clearly unifies
people around shared values. Mythological analyses almost by definition affirm the status quo,
because that is what myth does. And here lies the danger of journalists functioning like bards,
who themselves served those in power. Ettema (2005) discusses journalistic accounts of a home-
owner gunning down a trick-or-treating Japanese exchange student he thought was an intruder.
The story resonated in Japan as a representation of horrific American violence, and in the United
States as a gun rights issue. Eventually, Ettema argues, the US press and government effectively
“normalized” the killing, fitting it within expected narratives of right and wrong.

Stories help construct the world, and those in power benefit from constructing the world in
specific ways—engaging the audience, but also overshadowing or eliminating competing nar-
ratives. We don’t mean to suggest, along the lines of the Frankfurt School, that government
deliberately provides “bread and circuses” to keep us from thinking about important issues. Nev-
ertheless, some huge and arguably frivolous narratives that dominate the media could be said to
serve that purpose. Stories about Anna Nicole Smith, the “runaway bride,” and the tribulations of
Brittney Spears or Paris Hilton produce massive amounts of attractively open-ended speculation
that makes such tales gripping. And such stories sometimes interrogate morality, while evoking
time-honored formulae (Bird 2003). Editors find these stories easy, cheap, and popular. It may
not be a conspiracy, but in this competitive, digital environment in which news organizations
struggle to maintain independence and profit levels, the cheap, easy, and popular story often wins
out over the expensive, difficult, and less popular one.

Some stories, however, actively feed the agendas of those in power, and more acute danger
comes from conscious manipulation by those who supply the motifs upon which journalists build
those narratives. High profile narratives of terrorism and war provide dramatic examples. Those
in power desperately need to define the story of the deeply contested Iraq war and their skill in
framing it in familiar, resonant themes greatly increases their chances of success. The first Bush
administration succeeded in the first Gulf War (e.g., Hallin & Gitlin, 1994) with widely repeated
comparisons of Saddam Hussein to Hitler, for example, and with carefully crafted narratives of
freedom, scientific mastery, and heroism. The US government succeeded in framing the Iraq War
similarly, at least in the early stages (Compton, 2004; Kellner, 2005). “For American viewers |[...]
the portrait of the war offered by the networks was a sanitized one free of bloodshed, dissent, and
diplomacy, but full of exciting weaponry, splashy graphics, and heroic soldiers (Aday, Livingston,
& Hebert 2005, p. 18). In other countries, even when nations ostensibly supported the war, “the
story” was framed differently. Ravi (2005) provides a telling comparison of news coverage in the
United States, United Kingdom, India, and Pakistan, concluding that “newspaper coverage seems
to reflect notions, values, and ideas that resonate within particular societies” (p. 59), a point echoed
by Dimitrova and Strombéck (2005), comparing Sweden and the United States. News organiza-
tions in several countries used the US government frame of “shock and awe” in the initial bomb-
ings of Baghdad, but not in the same ways. For instance, after the first bombs dropped in Baghdad
on March 22, 2003, the British press framed the attack as catastrophic, destructive, and essentially
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outrageous. US media played up the awe-inspiring power the attack represented, and both TV and
print journalists appeared to revel in the aesthetic spectacle. TV journalists described the scene
with breathless stories of unabashed admiration, and used the pronoun “we” in their stories, di-
rectly inviting audience complicity (Aday et al., 2005; Compton, 2004).

After the initial bombardment, stories continued to diverge. US media stories—until the
Abu Ghraib scandal—emphasized military competence and success (although some coverage
highlighted increasing problems with the inability of Iraqi police and military to maintain order)
and most human interest stories focused on soldiers and the families they leave behind. European
stories and those of the Arab press consistently concentrated on civilian casualties, presenting
powerful images of burned children and heartbreaking accounts of families torn apart. The US
press showed few images of either Iraqi deaths or US casualties, following government direc-
tives (Aday et al., 2005). The European media often seemed to contest their governments’ stated
support of the war, while in the United States, only one major news organization, Knight-Ridder
(now McClatchy) consistently produced articles that questioned the reasons for going to war with
Iraq (Ritea, 2004). Even the New York Times covered the lead-up to the war as the government
presented it and, since then has apologized for not being more skeptical.

The US government’s success in providing terms and frames that journalists found compel-
ling helped form the backbone of the “story” of the war. The press used them so consistently that
they become “natural” and therefore “true.” The first was the incredibly successful “weapons of
mass destruction,” an imprecise term that essentially created its own story of fear, not only that
Iraq had such weapons, but that they could and would use them against the United States. The
term (now part of our everyday language), and the stories it evoked, proved so compelling that
virtually all mainstream news media used it repeatedly, essentially co-habiting with the admin-
istration to promote the war. The government’s equally successful term, “shock and awe,” popu-
lated countless news articles and television broadcasts and journalists built their accounts around
it. This, along with government-supplied notions of “smart bombs” from the first war and the
reluctance to provide images of “collateral damage” resulted in a particular and narrow “story”’
of a clean and successful war, established early in 2003 and built carefully since (Compton, 2004;
Kellner, 2005).

Indeed, the press typically adopts government-defined story frames especially in times of
war or after catastrophic events such as the September 11 attacks (Zelizer & Allan, 2002), where
journalists feel intense pressure to “pull together” and repair familiar myths. Easy narratives of
heroism immediately deploy. Not all are provided by government sources; they may materialize
virtually out of thin air, as in the widely circulated stories of the firefighter who “rode” the rubble
down through one of the Twin Towers as it collapsed (Bird, 2003). Everyone needed heroes, and
the media eagerly anointed them, even if they did not exist. Conversely, we witnessed the later-
discredited news stories of rape, mayhem, and social collapse that immediately followed the
Hurricane Katrina disaster, which pulled from much older narratives of the out-of-control racial
“other” (see Salkowe, Tobin, & Bird, 2006), and also seemed profoundly “natural.”

However, when those in power feed existing narrative impulses, the problem is compounded.
For instance, it took some years for the truth to emerge about the “heroic” death in Afghanistan
of former National Football League star Pat Tillman on April 22, 2004. Most stories relied on
a military spokesman, who said that Tillman was killed “in a firefight at about 7 p.m. on a road
near Sperah, about 25 miles southwest of a US base at Khost” (NBC, MSNBC News Services).
Reports of Tillman’s patrol in a heroic battle were steeped in the American cultural resonance of
football and war, and received eagerly. Later, the “story” unraveled into a tale of military bun-
gling and bureaucratic cover-up of a sorry “friendly fire” incident. A similar unraveling occurred
in the Jessica Lynch story, originally presented as a tale of the teenage “girl soldier,” captured
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while fighting “like a man,” only to be rescued by brave troops. Later, Lynch herself repudiated
the heroic nature of the tale. Kumar (2004, p. 297) argues that “constructed as hero, Lynch be-
came a symbol of the West’s “enlightened” attitude toward women, justifying the argument that
the United States was “liberating” the people of Iraq. At the same time, the story evoked the cul-
tural lexicon of “captivity narratives,” involving fair, lovely young women actually or potentially
brutalized by dark, menacing savages. The story, in other words, was especially powerful (and
dangerous) because it perfectly meshed existing, culturally resonant images with the needs of the
US administration to create specific heroic tales, and, no doubt, the needs of the people to have
such tales. These instances point to the danger of familiar story frames, which provide easy nar-
rative structures to the uncritical journalist. Compton (2004) characterizes contemporary media
coverage as “integrated spectacle,” and exhaustively describes how journalists enthusiastically
jump on verbal and visual images provided for them by those in power.

Such frames exist outside war coverage. For instance, the history of US press coverage
of China, at least from the early 1900s, consistently reflects official US policy toward China.
Overall, news about China is mostly negative, but during periods when US-China relations are
favorable, the US press writes more positively, and during periods when US-China relations are
unfavorable, the press writes more negatively (Dardenne, 2005). The fundamental “reality” of
China changes less than the stories created about China.

Story is compelling, not only for readers but also for the press. Any government administra-
tion finds it easier to frame stories to its advantage than to win over the press and the people with
analysis and reason. This is politics, and it is what governments do. But this does not explain why
the press often uncritically accepts those framings; after all, one might argue that the duty of the
press is to resist them. But, the pull of “weapons of mass destruction,” or “shock and awe,” or
“surge,” or a homespun hero is powerfully compelling and comforting for journalists and audi-
ences alike.

Having said this, the press, usually in retrospect, may counteract the myths, or offer alterna-
tives. The Washington Post uncovered the more truthful story of Pat Tillman, and many media
dissected the story of Jessica Lynch, and the larger stories of weapons of mass destruction and the
US entry into the second Iraq war. Government-provided stories and press reports aren’t always
perfect fits. However, the power of the comforting narrative is clear in the way large sections of
public opinion pillory the press for giving comfort to the enemy when newer narratives conflict
with older ones. A newer story—of government ineptitude and dishonesty—also has cultural
resonance, but by no means comforts.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Story, we have discovered after two decades, is not less complex. Scholars productively explored
myriad texts to discover image, representation, mythic and traditional theme, and other qualities
of myth and story. As Zelizer (2004, p. 132) points out, journalism scholars have found narrative
approaches fruitful “in the mainstream press, on television news, and in the alternative journal-
istic forms of tabloids, reality television, and the internet.” This interesting and important work
(only a fraction referenced here) can propel us toward further significant findings valuable to both
news and society.

A better understanding of the future of journalism’s narrative role requires consideration of
the greatly changed news environment. Even into the first decade of the 21st century, most people
continue to get most of their news through mainstream corporate media, and those media appear
to adopt official government narratives more than counter them. However, proliferation of cable
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TV, the Internet, cell phones, citizens’ news sites, and alternative and independent (indy) news
sources drastically changed the media landscape, making Lule’s picture of the New York Times
setting the mythical agenda for the nation already seem quaint.

Robinson (2007) explores this change in her case study of the Spokane, Washington, Spokes-
man Review’s coverage of a pedophilia scandal involving its mayor. She described a coherent,
conventional story that fit many familiar narrative frames emerging over the course of a months-
long investigation. However, simultaneous with the printed story, a “cyber newsroom” on the
paper’s own Web site made available interviews, documents, and multiple forms of information,
and people dissected and analyzed the information, often offering their own sometimes radically
different versions of the “official” stories. Readers, interacting with journalists, the news content,
and other readers, helped form an online news narrative:

If readers took issue with the coverage, they had the newspaper’s own space to criticize the jour-
nalism [...] Like reporters, readers utilized quotation marks and hyperlinks to source the material
[...] This sharing of information production changed the dynamics of the journalism resulting in
a re-negotiation of the news paradigm within cyberspace. (p. 34)

A cacophony of narratives increasingly compete with mainstream journalism to define the
day’s stories. News audiences pick and choose stories they want to attend to and believe, and
choose from a seemingly endless supply of information to assemble their own stories. Further,
they produce and disseminate those stories on blogs, wikis, and personal Web sites. Nolan (2003,
p- 4) notes that connectivity means that journalists become “less of an authority and more of a
guide” and that journalism hasn’t come to terms with that change. Many news purveyors from
CNN to Fox have simply shouted more loudly that they have the truth. From Cronkite’s part-
ing, “That’s the way it was,” to the Tampa Tribune slogan, “Life. Printed daily,” to the New York
Times slogan, “All the news that’s fit to print,” the press claims to have “all” people need to know,
emphasizing the thoroughness and truthfulness of their reports and the compelling nature of their
stories, but rarely acknowledging news is part of a conversation (Anderson, Dardenne, & Kil-
lenberg, 1994).

Some see the new news environment as threatening the basis of journalism (Henry, 2007).
Scholars find news reception more difficult to handle ethnographically than reception of say,
soap operas, as news is imprecisely defined and people attend to it sporadically and from mul-
tiple sources. News reception is about process, not text, as “the story” emerges in conversation
with the news narrative as framing structure. In making sense of news, we involve others in the
negotiation of meaning and its cultural significance emerges through everyday interaction (Bird,
2003). We believe this has always been the case, but the contemporary, interactive world accentu-
ates it. Indeed, the audience role in news storytelling is under-researched. We know little about
how journalism narratives enter daily life and consciousness. We may argue, for example, that the
European press framed the Iraq War in terms of civilian tragedy rather than heroic military suc-
cess, because scholars find it in the texts. But is that translated by those who use the media into
everyday perceptions, and more important, into action? If so, how and with what result?

Hill’s (2005) longitudinal work on response to factual and reality programming and other
studies begin to reposition audience’s role in both responding to and creating “the story” that
plays out in everyday life. A preliminary but provocative study by Gray (2007) positions online
news consumers as “fans” who bring news stories to life in lively discussions centering on hard,
political news. Politics, Gray writes, “must matter to the individual and must be consumed emo-
tively to some degree if it is to become meaningful to its viewers” (p. 80). Gray’s study shows
that audiences see “the story” as being about more than the specific “news” events, but also about
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newscasters, politicians’ appearances, and competing views of other audience members. Thus
“the news fans showed the ability for fan-like engagement and civic duty to work together” (p.
85). Artificial separation of news as story and news as information hinders rather than clarifies
our understanding of news (Bird & Dardenne, 1988, 1990) and the Gray study confirms the im-
portance of realizing how news stories entwine emotional and informational functions.

A related topic ripe for renewed scholarly attention is audience interpretation and use of
visual images, which always played key roles in defining journalistic narratives, from Matthew
Brady’s Civil War photos and those from Vietnam and Iraq, to the Rodney King video, images of
Tiananmen Square defiance, the fireman holding a lifeless child in the Oklahoma City bombing,
planes striking the twin towers, and the toppling of a statue of Saddam Hussein. In this evermore
visual age, professionals as well as citizens easily create, manipulate, and instantaneously trans-
port digital images across the world through various and ubiquitous technologies (Taylor, 2000).
What story would have emerged from Abu Ghraib without digital snapshots taken by amused
soldiers with cell phones? What are the consequences of “protecting” Americans from horrify-
ing images, common elsewhere in the world, of mutilated Iraqi children? How did the YouTube
video of presidential candidate John Edwards primping before a mirror combine with accounts
of his $400 haircuts result in a story that could have narrated him out of the running? Creation,
manipulation, and dissemination of images; their combination with words; the public’s interpre-
tation of them; and their roles in the way “the story” gains ascendancy offer enormous potential
for important, interesting, and necessary research.

Newer technologies, their incorporation of images, and the public’s negotiation of meanings
through them provide fresh perspectives on story and the mythic qualities of story. These tech-
nologies and the journalism they allow or even mandate develop and transform, and therefore re-
position citizens who attend to the news and journalists who produce it. The digital environment
embraces increasing numbers of people who participate and produce rather than just receive and
consume. This changes definitions, interpretations, and consequences of news. Scholars therefore
need to consider: What is the role of story and myth in such an environment? While these new de-
velopments in technology and news production have not overtaken traditional news media, they
confront them. Bloggers and other online commentators supplement, dissect, question, analyze,
and sometimes condemn mainstream news daily. Traditional journalists never exclusively owned
“the truth,” but now what they do own, that is, their story, rarely goes unchallenged.

Prior to blogging, wikis, and other newer technologies, citizens got opportunities to contrib-
ute to and even create stories when in the mid-1990s, some news organizations adopted “public”
journalism, in which news media invited citizens to participate in defining potential news issues
and themes. Whether formally for or against the concept, many news media embraced one or
more public journalism approaches, including citizen forums, parties and other gatherings hosted
by journalists, reader advocates, public members of editorial boards, news organizations’ active
civic engagement, and innovative ways to get public voices in the news. Among public jour-
nalism’s passionate advocates and critics, some claimed that journalists maintained too much
control over the creation of the final narrative (Woodstock, 2002) and others claimed journalists
gave up too much (Merrill, Gade, & Blevens, 2001; Merritt, 1995). Parisi (1997, p. 682) feared
that news in a public journalism environment would not move beyond “conversation,” and that
focusing on community resources “leaves established structures of political power and economic
interest [...] unexamined.” Keen (2007, p. 80) argued that the rise of the amateur, online journal-
ist is disastrous, stripping journalists of authority to shape stories, which creates a relativistic
world devoid of “the telling of common stories, the formation of communal myths, the shared
sense of participating in the same daily narrative of life.”

Journalists risk ceding their crucial role in “speaking truth to power.” Leaving the powerful
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unexamined abdicates journalism’s major reason for existing. However, the greater danger lies
not in giving more access to the public, but in the enormous access already provided to govern-
ment. Further, with increasing merger and consolidation, corporate media are already themselves
powerful economic institutions with less and less incentive to carefully examine the system that
nourishes them. As their stories increasingly correspond to the powerful interests of which they
are a part, citizens’ news could contribute greatly to the alternative stories we think journalists
are obligated to provide. Despite the more extreme postmodernist position that news has no
claims on truth, a notion rightly critiqued by Windschuttle (1998), journalists remain obligated to
make the best possible efforts to report and make sense of the world, an obligation that endures
through all technological developments and academic interpretations. Journalists are obligated
not to simply serve their corporate masters, by telling the government story, but to tell the most
truthful story or stories that best serve citizens. Waisbord (1997, p. 191) notes the easy temptation
to simply tell good stories; he shows how even an investigative story of government corruption
in Brazil ended up conforming to standard narratives of personal morality, but “failed to address
larger issues that could have helped to understand better the causes of corruption or to debate the
ethical dimensions of Brazilian politics.” Resende (2005), invoking Barthes and other narrative
theorists, argues that a journalists’ role must be to offer powerful “narratives of resistance” to
counter and fundamentally interrogate the official ones.

Stories are powerful. That’s why governments, corporations, and special interests employ
legions of people to create the right ones and alter, or alter our perceptions of, all the others.
And that’s why so many people, including alternative and independent media activists, find the
Internet so crucial. They see it as the best hope to get competing stories in circulation if journal-
ists today do not have the will to do it, or if the corporate and other owners don’t provide the
resources to do it.

We don’t accuse the press of never offering competing narratives. Resende (2005), for ex-
ample, offers a Brazilian example in the highly personal story of a homeless street child, counter-
ing the official stories that erase the experience of such marginalized people. Leon Dash’s 1994
Washington Post series about an African-American family on the fringes of American society,
which later became a book (Dash, 1997), chronicles lives filled with drugs, abuse, AIDS, pros-
titution, crime and despair, and many letter writers criticized the Post for publishing it. But like
the story of the Brazilian boy, it countered “official stories” in which such people are invisible or
seen as less than human. While the story is at times ugly, Dash, by spending so much time with
the family, learns enough to portray them as human beings rather than stereotypes, offers hope
in showing how two sons escaped the poverty and crime, and provides a compelling story that
most people never otherwise see. And, as both Lorenz (2005) and Clark (2000) discuss, literary,
narrative writing techniques should not be dismissed as fake, but (if done with integrity) can be
the tools that make the story real.

This kind of journalism underlies the philosophy of “new journalism,” muckraking, and
investigative reporting. These reporters use narrative journalism to tell stories of consequence
that otherwise go untold and that resist government- and corporate-provided terms and themes.
These stories require time, resources, and skills, but they help meet journalism’s obligations to do
more than narrate the increasingly inconsequential tide of amusement and diversion that pervades
the news media. With newspaper readership and network news viewership in decline, the rise of
Internet alternatives, and the domination of news by conglomerate interests, can authoritative
journalistic narratives break through the media clutter, engage the reader to think, and perhaps
even inspire action?

Exploring that is perhaps the greatest challenge both to journalism scholarship and to jour-
nalism itself.
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The Commercialization of News

John H. McManus

INTRODUCTION

One day in early March 2005, Anna Ayala’s husband brought home the tip of a co-worker’s finger
that had been severed in a work accident. Anna soon put the decaying digit to use, dropping it in
her steaming bowl of chili at a Wendy’s restaurant in San Jose, California. Feigning revulsion,
Anna threatened to sue Wendy’s claiming that the fast food chain was cutting corners with the
con carne in its chili. She protested that she hadn’t ordered finger food.

Although it appeared to be a scam rather than a public health threat from the start, the San
Jose Mercury News—once ranked among the ten best newspapers in the United States in a poll of
editors—ran developments in the finger-in-the-chili-bowl story 11 times on its front page during
the 33-day career of the story. During that month, from when the hoax was first reported until Ms.
Ayala’s arrest, the paper ran exactly one story about the US war in Iraq on 1A.!

Some would argue that a brutal war killing hundreds of thousands of Iraqis and displacing
millions more, not to mention costing thousands of American lives and more than a billion dol-
lars a week at the time merited the front page more than the saga of a small-bore grifter. But they
would be thinking of journalism as a public trust rather than a profit-maximizing business.

This chapter briefly examines the commercialization of news: its historical context, how
scholars have described it, what they have learned about its causes, processes and effects, the
strengths and weaknesses of their analyses, and some ideas for future research.

DEFINING COMMERCIALIZATION

Claims of commercialization are almost as old as the practice of making money by selling news.
Most have occurred in the United States, where news has been produced by business enterprises
for more than a century and a half, and where almost all news is produced to earn a profit. In
Eastern Europe, where the state once controlled media, commercialization is a new concern. In
China, it is perhaps a future concern. In Western Europe where Karl Marx’s thinking was incor-
porated into media scholarship by Antonio Gramsci, the “Frankfurt School” scholars, and later
the Cultural Studies movement, commercialization was seen as contributing to a larger evil—
class domination or hegemony. More recently, post-modernism and active audience theories have
weakened the neo-Marxist assumption that all media are tools of class domination.? As European
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governments have begun to permit commercial broadcasting over the past two decades, commer-
cialization has become a top concern of scholars.

To commercialize denotes making something into a business. But the word connotes corrup-
tion, meaning “to emphasize the profitable aspects of, especially by sacrificing quality or debas-
ing inherent nature” (Random House, 1999). To be concerned with commercialization implies
that absent such taint, profit-seeking news media can act in the public interest. So a definition of
commercialization carries with it the controversial assumption that business-based journalism
can, in fact, serve the public under certain conditions.

Making that assumption, I will define the commercialization of news as any action intended
to boost profit that interferes with a journalist’s or news organization’s best effort to maximize
public understanding of those issues and events that shape the community they claim to serve.’
The Mercury News’ priorities for its most read page during March 2005 seem much more orient-
ed toward maximizing profit than public sense-making. The war in Iraq was both an issue and a
series of events with far greater impact on the South San Francisco Bay region than one woman’s
failed scam, no matter how bizarre or entertaining.

To put this definition to practical use, it is helpful to have some understanding of the logic of
commercial enterprises, market economics. In fact, I would argue that you cannot make sense of
the evolution of journalism in the final quarter of the 20th century and at the beginning of the 21st
without taking economics into account, particularly as it interacts with technological develop-
ments, such as the Internet, and government policy. Economics is important both to the diagnosis
of contemporary journalism’s shortcomings and to their solutions.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

As Marion Marzolf’s (1991) lively history of American press criticism describes, the conflict
between the public service goals most news media proclaimed as their mission, and the demand
of their owners for the greatest return on their investment has existed since the early days of the
Penny Press in the middle of the 19th century. That was when business took over sponsorship
of news from political parties and small printers. Commercialism ebbed over much of the 20th
century as codes of ethics were adopted and the education levels and professional aspirations of
journalists rose. But during the last two decades, and particularly during the last several years, as
competition for readers and advertisers on the Internet has intensified, commercial interference
appears to be rising, at least in American news media.

Since the mid-1980s the corporations that produce news in the United States have begun to
treat it less as a public trust and more as a commodity, simply a product for sale (Auletta, 1991;
Bagdikian, 1992; Downie & Kaiser, 2002; Hamilton, 2004; Kaniss, 1991; Lee & Solomon, 1991;
McManus, 1994; Merritt, 2005, Patterson, 2000; Squiers, 1993; Stepp, 1991; Underwood, 1993).
This economic rationalization of journalism has been exacerbated by the splintering of mass
audiences as consumers took advantage of emerging news and entertainment choices offered first
by cable and satellite television, and later by the Internet. Paradoxically, at the same time as these
new technologies open a cornucopia of content from comedy to Congressional hearings, and de-
mocratize expression by offering almost everyman (and woman) a chance to express themselves
to almost everyone, they undermine the financial foundation of the news providers democracy
requires, especially in the United States.

As a consequence, we are in the greatest period of change—turmoil really—in journalism
since the dawn of the Penny Press more than a century and a half ago. As we begin the 21st
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century with declining numbers of paid journalists (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2007),
an economic analysis of news predicts a temporary decline of journalism’s expensive but vi-
tal watchdog function, less diverse coverage of a professional caliber as fewer owners exercise
greater economies of scale over more newsrooms, and an erosion of ethical standards as public
relations copy and advertising are “repurposed” as news. But if we understand how market forces
shape news, we can propose remedies to ensure a steady supply of the kind of journalism partici-
patory government requires.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE LITERATURE OF COMMERCIAL NEWS BIAS

The Social Critics

The first to decry commercial contamination of news were social critics. Many were themselves
journalists. Edward Ross in 1910, Will Irwin in 1911, and Upton Sinclair in 1920 decried the
fakery, sensation and bias of the Yellow Press. The founder of German newspaper research, Karl
Biicher (1926), described the influence of advertising in US newspapers. Later George Seldes
(1938), at mid-century A. J. Leibling (1961), and more recently Robert Cirino (1971) and Edward
Jay Epstein (1973) documented structural business interference in the practice of journalism.

Perhaps the clearest assessment of an inherent conflict of interest between the economic and
public service aspects of news media came from the Hutchins Commission (1947), assembled
and funded by Time Magazine publisher Henry Luce after World War II: “The press [...] is
caught between its desire to please and extend its audience and its desire to give a picture of
events and people as they really are” (p. 57).

Although the Hutchins Commission warned of the concentration of newspaper ownership,
the news media were to become much larger in the second half of the 20th century, incorporat-
ing broadcasting, book publishing and non-media enterprises in vast international conglomerates
like Disney, News Corporation, and Time-Warner. During this period, they would also begin to
seek cash for expansion from Wall Street investors. Former Washington Post ombudsman Ben
Bagdikian chronicled the rise and risk of these corporations in The Media Monopoly, which has
gone through seven editions since its first publication in 1983. In almost every iteration, the num-
ber of global firms controlling most informational media drops. Ownership is critical, Bagdikian
(1992, p. xxxi) argues:

Many of the corporations claim to permit great freedom to the journalists, producers and writers
they employ. Some do grant great freedom. But when their most sensitive economic interests are
at stake, the parent corporations seldom refrain from using their power over public information.

Another former journalist, Doug Underwood, warned of the economic rationalization of
newspapers in the 1980s. He described the changes in newsroom management and news content
as “green eyeshade” journalists were displaced by managers with business degrees in When MBAs
Rule the Newsroom (1993). In interviews with hundreds of journalists, Underwood documented
numerous cases of pandering to readers rather than informing them, of new advertiser-friendly
policies and greater reliance on public relations to discover and report the news.

The Media Economists

While each of these social critics examined economic pressures on news, none used economics
as a tool or developed theories of commercial bias. For those we have to look on campus. Dur-
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ing the second half of the 20th century, as communication departments proliferated on university
campuses, their faculty began to study news using techniques of social sciences, including eco-
nomics.

Most of their economic research was designed not to critique media performance, however,
but to assist and train managers for the industry (Underwood, 1993). In fact, until very recently
economics was generally not seen as a useful tool for analyzing journalistic responsibility. For-
mer Stanford media economist James N. Rosse put it bluntly in 1975:

Although I have been a serious student of the economics of mass media for more than a decade,
I have assiduously avoided the issue of media responsibility until now. The issue raises questions
that do not lend themselves well to economic analysis. (p. 1)

In 1989, Robert Picard wrote a helpful primer called Media Economics that applied basic
economic principles to media, particularly newspapers. It also focused on managerial questions
rather than how markets and monopolies affect the quality of journalism. More recently Picard
(2004, p. 61) has turned to commercialism of news as more newspaper companies have raised
capital in the stock market and tried to satisfy investors’ demands for rising profits:

The primary content of newspapers today is commercialized news and features designed to appeal
to broad audiences, to entertain, to be cost effective and to maintain readers whose attention can
be sold to advertisers. The result is that stories that may offend are ignored in favor of those more
acceptable and entertaining to larger numbers of readers, that stories that are costly to cover are
downplayed or ignored and that stories creating financial risks are ignored.

Perhaps the most prolific media economist, at least in the United States, is Stephen Lacy. His
research focuses on newspapers and is rigorously statistical. During the last decade and a half,
Lacy has measured newspaper quality and its relationship to circulation and advertising revenues,
as well as whether greater newsroom investment builds the bottom line.

Particularly relevant is his recent research with René Chen and Esther Thorson (2005). They
examined data between 1998 and 2002 from hundreds of small and mid-size newspapers. (Larger
papers did not report sufficient data to be included.) The research team found that those news-
papers that invested more in their newsrooms outperformed other papers in revenues per copy
from circulation and advertising as well as pre-tax profit. Combined with an earlier study (Lacy
& Martin, 1998) of the failed Thomson newspaper chain, whose CEO bragged about cutting
newsroom costs, Lacy and his colleagues argue that “the failure to invest in the newsroom could
be a form of slow-motion suicide, where a company’s disinvestment gradually alienates core
readers and reduces the attractiveness of newspapers as advertising outlets” (Chen, Thorson, &
Lacy, 2005, p. 527).

Lacy isolates three trends that have boosted commercialism during the past half century:

—

The decline of newspaper competition;

2. The growth of alternative information and advertising sources in the form of cable televi-
sion and the Internet;

3. The growth of public [stock] ownership of news media.

Trend one has affected local markets. Trends two and three have affected both local and na-
tional markets. At the local level, starting in the late 1980s and early 1990s, trend three has put
pressure to maintain high consistent profits. In some markets, competition (direct, umbrella and
intercity) helped to counteract that pressure, but as competition disappeared in most larger cities
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and clustering ended the competition within counties—at first between dailies and later between
dailies and weeklies—the counterbalance affected fewer and fewer markets.*

The Political Economists

During the 1970s, a new way of examining news commercialism was emerging. It focused on the
intersection of politics and media and came to be known as the political economy of the media.
According to Graham Murdock and Peter Golding (1997), who developed the approach in Eng-
land along with Nicholas Garnham (1990) and James Curran (2004), this type of analysis was
pioneered by Canadian economist Dallas Smythe (cf. Dependency Road, 1981) and his American
student Herbert Schiller (cf. Culture Inc., 1989).

From Gramsci (1971) through “Frankfurt School” theorists Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer (1972) to the “cultural studies” approach of Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams,
European scholars puzzled over why poor and working class people would support leaders whose
policies kept them down. Political economists pointed to the media as a prime suspect.

In an influential 1974 essay, Murdock and Golding wrote, “The part played by the media in
cementing the consensus in capitalist society is only occasionally characterized by overt suppres-
sion or deliberate distortion” (p. 228). Rather, the routines of news work lead to systematic distor-
tions that label anything threatening to the status quo as illegitimate or ephemeral. Journalistic
objectivity, they argued, narrowed the margins of most debates to just two alternatives, neither
of which threatened existing class relationships. “Most generally,” they wrote, “news must be
entertainment; it is, like all media output, a commodity, and to have survived in the market-place
must be vociferously inoffensive in the desperate search for large audiences attractive to advertis-
ers” (p. 230).

In the UK, Garnham (1990) reinterpreted the transformational thinking of the German so-
cial philosopher Jurgen Habermas. Habermas argued (1989) that in the 18th century bourgeois
society in Western Europe had created a “public sphere” in newspapers and other publications,
in coffee houses and at social gatherings that influenced government policy, leading to parlia-
mentary rule. This public sphere was characterized by rationality, diverse viewpoints and a goal
of the public good. However, in Habermas’ view, modern corporate and state-controlled media
undermined the public sphere. Garnham helped popularize Habermas by taking the ideal of the
public sphere and proposing it as a model for democratic media that might be achieved by state-
sponsored media such as the BBC and even by corporate newspapers and broadcasters under the
right conditions (Curran, 2004).

At the same time in the United States, Edward Herman and the linguist Noam Chomsky
(1988) postulated an influential theory that commercial news media operate both to maximize
profit and to “manufacture consent” for policies that support the status quo. Reports of each day’s
“raw events” must pass through five filters before they can be published. Their “propaganda
model” looks like this:

World of raw  Willitsellas ~ Will Was it Will it cost Does it The public
events news? advertisers provided by money to promote
Yes 2> support it? inexpensive, defend? Communism
No ® Yes > establishment ~ Yes ® or attack
No ® sources? No > private
Yes > wealth?
No ® Yes ®

No =
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THE STATE OF THE ART

A number of scholars worldwide constitute the state of the art in understanding commercial
pressures on news. Rather than giving a few paragraphs to each, it may be more coherent to
concentrate on key contributions of four researchers who have made a career examining the com-
mercialization of news. I chose Robert McChesney, Leo Bogart, and Edwin Baker. Brazenly, I
added theoretical aspects of my own work partly because I know it best.

McChesney uses political economy as a frame for critiquing the global media sphere. Bogart
eschews any formal methodology. As a newspaper advertising executive, he provides a business
view of news commercialization. Baker is a lawyer, yet creatively uses microeconomics to ex-
plain the failures of news media. My research combines my background as a journalist with my
education as a social scientist. It poses a dynamic tension between the norms of socially respon-
sible journalism and those of basic market economics to explain the daily workings of reporters
and editors.

The Political Economy Critique

If anyone has donned the mantle of Ben Bagdikian as he has moved into retirement, it is Robert
McChesney. He combines Bagdikian’s flair for writing with a historian’s passion for detail and
documentation. McChesney has also become an activist, co-founding the progressive govern-
ment watchdog Web site FreePress.org.

In Rich Media, Poor Democracy (1999), McChesney describes two contradictory trends: the
increasing size and public acceptance of media conglomerates like Disney, General Electric and
Bertelsmann on the one hand, and the decline of political participation on the other. Globally, he
argues, “the wealthier and more powerful the corporate media giants have become, the poorer
[are] the prospects for participatory democracy” (p. 2).

A major culprit, he writes, is the global rise of “neoliberalism”—a “market knows best”
philosophy that leaves as much as possible to markets and corporations and minimizes the role of
non-market institutions like government.

The media, McChesney holds, are both a product of this way of thinking and promoters of it. As a
consequence, we think we live in a world of informational plenty—the market provides hundreds
of television channels, thousands of magazines and books and millions of Web sites. But of all
these seemingly independent outlets, most of those attracting the largest audiences are owned by a
few transnational companies and serve a commercial purpose, selling audience eyeballs to adver-
tisers. Not surprisingly, content that empowers citizens and reports critically on government—and
particularly corporate—power is rare. What media cover least, he says, is their own concentrated
ownership and hypercommercialism.

McChesney doubts that the Internet will break the media oligopoly. As a historian, he sees a
parallel with how radio, the radical new technology of the early 20th century, came to be domi-
nated by a few large commercial interests despite its many channels, democratic potential and
early use by citizen-broadcasters. As with radio, public debate over the new technology’s most
productive uses is being stifled. The successors of the corporate powers that dominated radio and
later TV have so much influence in the US Congress, he writes, that they have already engineered
a consensus that corporations, not universities, other non-profit organizations or government,
should operate the Internet. Thus, making money is to be the primary concern.

The remedy, he argues, must come from the political left, particularly organized labor, and
media reform must be central to its agenda. McChesney’s prescription includes teaching news



224 MCMANUS

literacy to the public, taxing broadcasters for currently free use of public airwaves in order to
fund public broadcasting, and labor creating its own news outlets.

In The Problem of the Media (2004), McChesney builds on his argument that media re-
form is primarily a political problem. He argues that government policies have encouraged
exploitive media to flourish and that new policies are needed to create media supportive of
democracy. To do so, he must dismantle the dominant neoliberal myth that profit-seeking cor-
porations operating in “free” markets are the natural, ideal, even inevitable producers of news
in a democracy.

That myth rests on two propositions, one political and one economic:

» Government should not be involved in creating or regulating news media because it might
use this power for propaganda and censorship. The American Founding Fathers recog-
nized this conflict and forbade it in the First Amendment guaranteeing freedom of the
press from Congressional control. Thus “free enterprise” should operate news media with
minimal or no regulation.

» Businesses compete in free markets, so they must give the public what it wants or suffer a
loss of audience to others who will.

To the first proposition, McChesney responds that the authors of the First Amendment were
concerned with government censorship of news, but were not attempting to restrict news to the
private sector. The press of the day, he notes, was run by political parties and small printers. “The
notions of entrepreneurs and free markets were almost entirely absent in the early republic,” he
writes, “as was the idea that the press was or should be a commercial activity set up solely to
meet the needs of press owners” (p. 30). The First Amendment was meant to protect robust public
discussion of important ideas and events, not to create a franchise for corporations to do whatever
they wish.

McChesney responds to the proposition that markets give people what they want in five
ways:

First, he says, it is based on a flawed premise—that there is robust competition among
media. Rather than engage in the competition Adam Smith envisioned, media and other
businesses attempt to buy out, merge, or partner with competitors to the extent govern-
ment anti-trust regulators permit. They also try to erect barriers to market entry by forming
chains, as in newspapers and broadcast networks, or large conglomerates that can bring
the resources of many industries down on any new competitor.

Second, McChesney casts advertisers, not consumers, as the media’s most important cus-
tomers. “This changes the logic of media markets radically, since the interests of consum-
ers must be filtered through the demands of advertisers” (p. 189). Third, he argues that
markets encourage uniformity; every producer plays to the lowest common denominator
of consumer preferences in order to maximize audience. This is problematic for news,
which should seek out diverse perspectives. Fourth, consumers can only value what they
are offered. “Media markets may ‘give the people what they want,” but will do so strictly
within the limited range of fare that can generate the greatest profits” (p. 199).

Finally, McChesney argues, markets are inherently undemocratic; they always favor the
wealthy over other strata of society. The more money consumers have, the greater their
choices and ability to purchase quality goods. In a democracy, every citizen should have
equal access to civic information.
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Next, we will examine Leo Bogart’s warning of an increasingly commercialized and anti-
democratic media culture. It carries additional weight because it comes from an insider—the
former executive vice-president of the Newspaper Advertising Bureau.

A Business Critique

In Commercial Culture: The Media System and the Public Interest (2000), Bogart rejects the ar-
gument that the shortcomings of the media can be blamed on the public because the market gives
people what they want. Like McChesney, he urges a federal media policy that makes greater
room for democratic processes than the current market arrangement.

The individual means of mass communication—from the book to the compact disk—have been
submerged into an interlocked system dominated by a disturbingly small number of powerful
organizations [...] Entertainment increasingly overshadows information, blurring the difference
between what is real and what is not, and thus weakening the public’s will and capacity to con-
front the world and its problems. (p. 4)

Because all of these formerly separate media—TYV, radio, newspapers, books, magazines,
movies, video disks and tapes—are expected to promote each other, Bogart maintains, the inde-
pendence of news departments in such conglomerates has been compromised. Bogart’s career
gives him particular insight into advertising’s distortion of culture:

Contemporary American culture is commercial because, overwhelmingly, it is produced for sale
to meet marketing requirements [...] Commercial culture assigns no value or meaning to com-
munications apart from their market value—that is, the price that someone is willing to pay for
them. (p. 66)

Adpvertising’s hyperbole and distorted world view—of well-off, handsome actors gaining
happiness from consuming products—affect all social and political discourse, Bogart argues. Ad-
vertising pulls our attention away from common issues—clean air and water, affordable housing
and transportation—and focuses it on personal possessions. When not selling, Bogart writes, the
media do two things: They inform and they entertain. But even when trying to inform, the empha-
sis is on entertainment, he argues, because that generates a larger audience than information.

With all its great resources and formidable talent, television journalism has been forced to con-
form to the rules of show business. It gives us a vivid first-hand view of great events, but that view
is often fragmentary and distorted. (p. 175)

As Bagdikian also noted, advertising has undermined local competition among newspapers.
Because newspapers are based on economies of scale, bigger ones can offer advertisers more
readers at a lower cost per thousand. As the percentage of newspapers’ revenue from advertising
grew, competing local papers became scarce. The loss of that competition, in turn, diminished
newspapers’ variety and quality, ultimately diminishing readership, Bogart argues. “Competition
sets higher editorial standards and makes for greater quality than can be achieved in a monopoly
paper by even the highest-minded management and most dedicated staff” (p. 199).

To McChesney’s rebuttal of the neoliberal myth of markets “giving people what they want,”
Bogart adds a further point: The banality, sensationalism and overused formulas of media con-
tent are not the result of public taste, but of manipulation by the media. Social scientists have
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demonstrated that people gravitate toward what’s familiar. “What is easily accessible and heav-
ily promoted becomes familiar,” he writes. “Tastes are neither spontaneous nor immutable; they
are provided to the public ready-made. Media’s content reflects what their managements choose
to offer rather than instinctive public preferences” (p. 221). “The first step” toward a solution,
he concludes, “is to recognize that a problem exists, and that market forces cannot solve it” (p.
324).

The next step is to explain why market forces alone do not work. In the following section I
use economic theory to explain why market-driven journalism is an oxymoron.

Commercial Logic vs. Public Service Logic

Inspired by theories of news selection beginning with Galtung and Ruge (1965), Joseph Turow
(1992), Robert Entman (1989), Herman and Chomsky (1988), and Pamela Shoemaker and Ste-
phen Reese (1991), I constructed a model of market forces shaping news content produced by
commercial news corporations (1995).

This model postulates a “news production environment” constituted by national and regional
culture, laws and regulations, and available technology. Within that, the news departments of
media firms compete in four key markets:

« for investors/owners who trade capital for profit and perhaps influence over content.

« for advertisers who trade money for public attention to their wares.

 for consumers who trade subscription fees or simply “pay” attention for desirable con-
tent.

« for sources who supply the raw material of news—information—in return for public atten-
tion (which might yield influence) and influence over content.

I examined how each of these markets function compared to the conditions Adam Smith
(1776) and his modern followers list as necessary to activate “the invisible hand” that spins the
lead of self-interest into the gold of public benefit. Four conditions must be met:

Buyers and sellers both act rationally in their self interest; and

Buyers can distinguish between high and low quality; and

The market offers real alternatives; and

The transaction generates no negative externalities—harm to parties outside the transac-
tion.

Sl o

In Market-Driven Journalism: Let the Citizen Beware? (1994) I argued that the markets for
investors, advertisers and sources all serve both themselves and the media firm. But the market
for consumers fails to meet Smith’s standards, resulting in a negative consequence for society—
news that is often unequal to the demands of a participatory form of government.

First, research suggests that consumers are not as rational as economists have long assumed
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1973). And even when they are, it may be rational to be ignorant (Downs,
1957) because the benefit to an individual for the daily work of keeping informed is miniscule—
one vote in thousands or millions—compared to the cost in time.

Second, because news is a credence good consumed more on faith than experience or inspec-
tion (McManus, 1992), even rational consumers have trouble discerning its quality. Rarely can
the audience be sure media reports are accurate or complete representations of issues and events.
More importantly, consumers cannot tell whether what is presented really comprises the most
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important events and issues of the day. Third, the closer the event to one’s own neighborhood, the
less choice the consumer enjoys among professional news providers. As a consequence, consum-
ers are vulnerable to exploitation when owners/investors seek to maximize their returns.

What kind of exploitation? In three of the markets public attention is traded, but not neces-
sarily attention to what the Hutchins Commission would consider news. Since entertainment has
historically generated a larger audience than information, and consumers are poor at evaluating
news quality, there is economic pressure to generate newspapers, newscasts and Web sites that
look newsy, but entertain as much or more than they inform.’

Two theories of news selection flow from this model. The first follows the norms of socially
responsible journalism (Hutchins, 1947). The second maximizes return to shareholders/owners;
it is essentially a cost-benefit analysis for various types of news stories. The probability of an
event or issue becoming news in a socially responsible news outlet is:

» Proportional to the expected consequence of the story in terms of helping people make
sense of their environment, and
» Proportional to the size of the audience for whom it is important.

Under an economic selection model, however, the probability is:

« Inversely proportional to harm the information might cause major advertisers or the parent
corporation, and

« Inversely proportional to the cost of uncovering it, and

« Inversely proportional to the cost of reporting it, and

 Directly proportional to the expected breadth of appeal of the story to audiences advertis-
ers will pay to reach.

These two selection logics conflict more than coincide as they shape the organizational cul-
ture of a given newsroom. Where managers can moderate profit demands of owners/investors,
journalism norms do better. In others, economic demands prevail. The more the economic, or
market, model of news selection is followed, the less valuable the news becomes as a resource
for citizens because:

» What is most expensive to uncover and report—sometimes because those in power want it
hidden—is often what is most newsworthy.

» News departments not only suffer pressure to avoid negative reporting on large advertis-
ers—auto dealers, real estate developers, grocery chains, etc.—there is positive pressure to
increase ad revenue by creating content designed to whet consumers’ appetites—sections
and segments about new cars, home and garden improvements, food, travel, night life,
etc.

» Rich and poor, young and old, all citizens deserve coverage of issues affecting them. But
rational advertisers seek the upscale and those in prime buying years. Market-driven edi-
tors will commit scarce reporting resources to please those groups at the expense of the
others because advertisers contribute about 80% of paid newspaper revenues and 100% of
free paper and broadcast revenues.

In the next section, Edwin Baker will use the same tool, market economics, to arrive at a
similar conclusion about commercially produced journalism. But he will employ a completely
different set of propositions.
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The Economics of Quality Journalism

C. Edwin Baker teaches law at the University of Pennsylvania, but thinks like a media econo-
mist. Like all of the authors above, Baker takes aim at the core proposition of market-based news
media—that they give the people what they want. But Baker adds four unique arguments in his
2002 book Media, Markets and Democracy:

Expanding on Bogart’s argument about media setting audience preferences rather than saz-
isfying them, Baker argues that people use media to discover and develop content preferences as
much as to express already formed preferences. For that to occur they must first be exposed to
diverse offerings—content they may not yet know they value. To the extent the market restricts
choices to the content most profitable for advertisers and media owners, it does not give people
what they want.

Baker’s most striking contribution has to do not with the negative externalities of market-
driven journalism, but with the failure of society to adequately compensate news media for posi-
tive externalities. Apathetic citizens consume little or no news. So they contribute almost nothing
to the bottom line of media companies. Yet they reap vast benefits from quality journalism.

Individuals are tremendously benefited or harmed if the country makes wise or stupid decisions
about welfare, warfare, provision of medical care, the environment, and a myriad of other issues.
These harms or benefits depend on the extent and quality of other people’s political participation.
The media significantly influence this participation. (p. 45)

One of the greatest of these positive outcomes of quality journalism for consumers and
non-consumers alike is the deterrence of corruption among government officials who fear being
exposed in the media. “‘Deterrence’ means, however, that the media has [sic] no ‘exposé’—no
product—to sell to its audience and hence no opportunity to internalize the benefits it produces”
(p- 49).

Economic theory predicts that when a producer is not able to capture some of the value of
the product, it is under-produced. Since deterrence of corruption is entirely uncompensated, and
what builds deterrence—investigative reporting—is very expensive and little compensated as
competitors are able to offer the revelations almost immediately, economic theory provides an
explanation of why it is so rare.

A second insight into the economics of journalism follows Oscar Gandy’s (1982) work con-
ceptualizing public relations as an “information subsidy.” Baker argues that journalism is skewed
towards topics and viewpoints of those individuals and institutions able to afford public relations
representation and away from those unable to afford to subsidize newsgathering. Public relations
provides one pervasive and largely hidden content-shaping subsidy; advertising provides another.
Baker argues that advertising subsidizes the cost of content of interest to its potential customers.

An affluent person may be charged $.40—or nothing—for a media product that costs $1 because
advertisers will pay the extra $.60. Because poor people have less to spend on the advertisers’
products, their value to advertisers is less. Thus media enterprises must charge much closer to the
full cost for media products directed at the poor. (p. 75)

When media cannot charge for the product directly, as in broadcast news, they produce more
of the advertiser-subsidized content and less of the unsubsidized. “This skewed subsidy is strik-
ingly unfair,” he writes, “especially if media content involves a person’s role as a citizen and not
merely as a consumer” (p. 76).
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Baker’s innovative use of economic theory undermines the neoliberal reliance on unregu-
lated markets as the optimal mechanism for providing news. It also provides a basis for seeking
government support for the kind of journalism the market does not encourage—investigative
reporting and coverage of politically significant topics, especially those affecting citizens with
interests unsubsidized by advertisers or public relations practitioners.

METHODOLOGICAL TRAPS IN CONCEPTUALIZING AND MEASURING
COMMERCIALISM

Every research viewpoint has its blind spots. Because economics usually tries to explain con-
sumer and producer behaviors by itself, there is a tendency to over-rely on it. This seems inappro-
priate when trying to explain journalism, which, although increasingly dominated by economic
concerns, still retains vestiges of a professional ethos.

An example can be found in James T. Hamilton’s All the News That’s Fit to Sell: How the
Market Transforms Information Into News (2004). Hamilton uses economics alone to explain
media bias. He contends that American news media exhibit liberal bias in order to attract 18- to
34-year-old women, the group advertisers will pay the most to reach because they tend to make
most family buying decisions.

When individuals are asked to place themselves on a scale of liberalism and conservatism, those
18-34 are more liberal than those 50+, women are more liberal than men, and women 18-34 re-
port the highest ratings as liberals. If a media outlet selects or covers issues to attract younger or
female viewers, one can expect that content will on the margin relate to liberal concerns. Survey
responses again bear out these predictions. Younger viewers and female viewers are less likely
to report that they see political bias in news coverage. Women 18-34 are the least likely to report
that that they see political bias, which is what one would expect if some news outlets were shaping
content to attract these particular viewers. (p. 72)

It is certainly possible that media adopt a liberal perspective to reach the viewers advertis-
ers most desire, but if indeed most news outlets are liberal it could also be explained by non-
economic factors, such as liberal bias among journalists. Or it could be that news media are not
liberal. Young women may notice little political bias because they pay little attention, according
to Hamilton’s data, to any political news.

A second methodological trap is that it can be easy to ascribe economic motives to contradic-
tory media behaviors. If concentrated ownership of newspapers, for example, leads to sameness
of editorial products in a region, we can claim the owner is optimizing profit. One reporter’s story
can run in a dozen nearby papers because the owner saves money by reducing “redundant” cov-
erage and staff. Owning all the papers in the region, the owner need not worry about consumers
purchasing another paper.

But economic theory would also support the notion that without competition a single owner
can optimize profit by providing different content for each segment of the audience. One-size-
suits-all stories may be cheaper to produce, but multiple stories serving various segments of the
audience will generate greater sales because they will please more consumers. One strategy may
be more profitable than the other, but to decide you would have to know whether additional staff
costs were greater or less than additional sales that might be generated by satisfying audience
segments. The lesson? Predictions of news behavior based on economic theory have to be care-
fully specified.
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

If we have learned anything from recent research, it is that relying on unregulated markets will
not render the quality or quantity of news that participatory government requires to flourish.
Here, I suggest two major directions for research: 1) exploration of non-market, or at least non-
profit, financial models for news providers; and 2) analyses leading to remedies for the infirmities
of markets for news products.

The breakdown of the business model of mainstream media, the rapid adoption of broad-
band Internet connections in developed nations and the development of low cost digital broadcast
equipment creates an exciting opportunity for establishing new low cost news media because
it:

» Eliminates the need for multi-million dollar presses, increasingly expensive paper, and
fleets of delivery trucks—which together consume about two thirds of the average news-
paper’s revenues;

 Eliminates the requirement for a government license and a multi-million dollar transmitter
to disseminate news in video and audio format;

» Reduces the cost of news-gathering and presentation.

Thus the time may be ripe for non-profit institutions such as foundations and perhaps univer-
sities to consider alliances with public broadcasters to fill the increasing gaps in commercial news
production. But how should such partnerships be optimally funded and structured?

In We the Media (2006) Dan Gillmor lays out a hopeful vision of “citizen journalists” provid-
ing much more community-tailored and diverse news reports than mainstream media offer. The
prospect raises a host of research questions: Will amateur reporting find enough of an audience to
reward the person(s) producing it? How can consumers identify reliable information when such
journalists may have hidden conflicts of interest? Should there be state or professional licensing?
How might labor-intensive depth or investigative reporting be organized among a network of citi-
zens with limited spare time? Which models of cooperation between citizens and paid journalists
(such as South Korea’s Web-based Oh My News) yield optimal results?

The second general research agenda would aim at ameliorating infirmities of the various
markets shaping news.

My own project, gradethenews.org, has tried to enhance the ability of consumers to discrimi-
nate between “junk journalism” and more nutritious fare. By educating consumers, we have tried
to make the former less profitable and the latter more. We have celebrated some success. But
consumer education loses effectiveness as choice diminishes. In the United States, newspapers
are increasingly forming geographic clusters with one owner/operator.

Even though consumers could not punish the cluster owner by choosing an alternate pa-
per, research documenting gaps between the news provider’s performance and public service
standards it boasts might strengthen consumer demands for quality by shaming owners. Such
evidence might include content analyses showing: 1) neglect of important issues and the per-
spectives of certain communities, such as ethnic minorities and labor groups; 2) preference for
articles that promote interest in advertised products over stories of civic value; 3) violations of the
standards of ethical journalism, such as disguising advertisements as news, inaccuracies, protec-
tion of sacred cows, etc.

The market for news consumers would work better if citizens become educated about the
value of news and standards for judging it. As of this writing, a comprehensive book on news
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literacy has yet to be published. Web-based algorithms that assist consumers in evaluating news
quality have yet to be developed. If we had “Nielsen ratings” for news quality, rather than just
audience quantity, we might have a basis for rewarding or subsidizing the kind of journalism that
makes a civic contribution.

Baker’s research raises a similar question: Are there ways of quantifying the positive ex-
ternalities of good journalism that might form the basis of government support? There is prec-
edent: The US government has long subsidized postal rates and more recently relaxed anti-trust
provisions such as joint operating agreements. The Swedish government supports ideologically
competing local newspapers.

Little research has been conducted into altering the market for investors to make it more sup-
portive of quality journalism. Some intriguing ideas have been introduced, such as Mathewson’s
(2005) arguments for adjusting tax law to permit newspapers to convert to non-profit status to
reduce both excessive profit demand and federal tax liability. Employee-ownership models have
been proposed by the Newspaper Guild. But a great deal of research is needed to learn how such
general proposals might best be structured.

The market for sources might operate more in the public interest if reporting costs were
minimized. Given the increasing power exercised by corporations, how might government in-
crease corporate reporting requirements to allow journalists greater opportunities to hold the
private sector to account? As Baker suggests, might federal shield laws be enacted that would
increase the supply of whistle-blowers by allowing reporters to protect their identities? If public
relations subsidizes reporting on issues of interest to those who can afford such representation,
might such efforts be taxed to generate press subsidies for societal interests that cannot afford
PR?

The market for advertisers might operate more in the public interest if methods were devel-
oped to weaken its influence over content. Bagdikian has suggested a tax on all media advertis-
ing, for example, which might be used to subsidize public affairs reporting. McChesney has
advocated a strong journalists’ union that might resist ethical violations such as running ads as
news. Such ideas require elaboration.

Sad to say, there has not been as favorable a time to study the commercialization of news
since the Yellow Press around the turn of the 20th century. Instances abound. On a more hopeful
note, the revolution in digital communication technologies makes this the most exciting time to
study the economics and regulation of news media. The business models underpinning virtually
all mainstream news media are breaking down. What could be more rewarding than figuring out
how to fix or replace them?

NOTES

1. Retrieved July 14, 2007, from http://www.gradethenews.org/commentaries/finger.htm

2. A recent example is Jesper Stromback’s “Marketplace of ideas and marketplace of money,” Nordicom
Review Jubilee Issue, 2007 (pp. 51-62), which argues that news media both make money and foster
democracy by helping citizens cast informed votes.

3. “Boosting” profit, implies an effort to earn more than is necessary to ensure the long-term capability of
the news-providing firm to produce high quality journalism (Picard, 2005).

4. Personal communication to the author, June 19, 2007.

5. They must seem informative to distinguish themselves from the much larger and more competitive
“pure” entertainment market.
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Journalism and Democracy

Brian McNair

The histories of journalism and democracy are closely linked. The origins of journalism, as we
recognize it today, parallel the turbulent birth of the first democratic societies nearly four hundred
years ago. While the concepts of news, and the role of the correspondent as a professional dis-
patcher of newsworthy information, predate the bourgeois revolutions of early modern Europe,
the modern notion of a political journalism which is adversarial, critical and independent of the
state was first formed in the early seventeenth century, against the backdrop of the English Civil
War and its aftermath. In that conflict, which pitted the forces of absolute monarchy against those
in favor of democratic reform and the sovereignty of parliament, journalism played a key role
(Conboy, 2004). It did so again during the French Revolution of 1789 (Popkin, 1991; Hartley,
1996), and also in the American War of Independence (Starr, 2004). Then, and since, the presence
of a certain kind of journalism, existing within a functioning public sphere (Habermas, 1989), has
been a defining characteristic of democratic political and media cultures. This chapter explores
the role played by journalism in democratic societies, past and present, both from the normative
and the pragmatic perspectives, and critically assesses its contribution to the development and
maintenance of democratic political cultures.

JOURNALISM BEFORE DEMOCRACY—THE AUTHORITARIAN TRADITION

For the authoritarian feudal regimes of fifteenth and sixteenth century Europe, journalism was
regarded as a useful if potentially dangerous instrument for more effective administration of, and
control over, society. The capacity of information to upset and destabilize the authoritarian order
of things was recognized from the invention of print in the late fifteenth century, by the monarchs
of Tudor England as much as the Papacy in Rome. Early laws of libel, alongside restrictive li-
censing and copyright laws introduced in the late sixteenth century, sought to police information
and neuter its potentially destabilizing effect on feudal power structures. The objective, as frankly
stated in the first English law of copyright, was to prohibit, whether in journalism or other forms
of printed public expression, “heresy, sedition and treason, whereby not only God is dishonoured,
but also an encouragement is given to disobey lawful princes and governors.”! Foreign news was
banned in England in 1632 on the grounds that it was “unfit for popular view and discourse”
(Raymond, 1996, p. 13).

237
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JOURNALISM AND DEMOCRACY—BEGINNINGS

The foundations of modern political journalism lie in the seventeenth century struggle between
the monarchy and parliament which led to the English Civil War and subsequent progress towards
democratization. Before these events journalists, like all in feudal society, were subjects of the
absolute monarch, subordinate to the demands of church and state. Early periodicals such as Mer-
curius Gallobelgicus, launched in 1594, provided coverage of politics, military affairs, economic
trends and the like, but always within strict restrictions on content imposed by the feudal state.

But as capitalism developed and the legitimacy of feudal power began to be challenged by a
rising bourgeoisie, journalists started to take sides in the intensifying class struggle. As conflict
between crown and parliament grew into civil war in 1640s England, controls on the content of
the press were loosened, and titles proliferated in response to the rising demand for news and
analysis. The news books of this period—forerunners of the modern newspaper—were more than
merely reporters of information but “bitter and aggressive instruments of literary and political
faction” (Raymond, 1996, p. 13). Journalists took sides, becoming partisans and activists in the
shaping of political reality, as opposed to mere reporters of it.

In the 1640s, too, journalism formalized the distinction between news and comment, or fact
and opinion, in the form of the Intelligencer, a publication in which journalists “mediated be-
tween political actors and their publics” (Raymond, 1996, p. 168). By the end of that decade, “the
detailed reporting of news was concomitant with strong interpretation and passionate persua-
sion” (Ibid.). The publication in 1644 of John Milton’s defense of intellectual and press freedom,
Aeropagitica, consolidated the emerging culture of critical, committed political journalism, and
provided ideological legitimation for the early public sphere which it formed. Henceforth, there
was growing demand for political coverage that was “free” from the restrictions of state and re-
ligious authority; the technological means of providing such coverage through print media; and
growing numbers of literate readers, empowered as citizens and able to take advantage of this
political coverage in individual and collective decision-making.

Following the execution of Charles 1 in 1649, there were many twists, turns and setbacks
in the struggle for democracy in England, and universal suffrage was not achieved in advanced
capitalist societies until the twentieth century, but by the early eighteenth century the principle
of constitutional monarchy was established, a recognizably multi-party democracy was function-
ing, and a recognizably modern political media system alongside it. The first daily newspaper
in English, the Daily Courant, appeared in 1703. Daniel Defoe’s Review, described by Martin
Conboy (2004, p. 60) as “the first influential journal of political comment” launched in 1704. By
then, too, the normative expectations of political journalism in a democracy had been defined. I
will outline them here under four headings.

JOURNALISM AS SOURCE OF INFORMATION IN A DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY

Democracy, it is generally accepted, contributes to good government only to the extent that it is
reliably and accurately informed, and that the choices made by citizens in elections and other
contexts are thus reasoned and rational (Chambers & Costain, 2001). In practice, of course, many
democratic choices are founded on prejudice and ignorance. People vote for all kinds of reasons,
as is their democratic right, and not always on the basis of rational thought or careful deliberation.
But from the normative perspective the democratic ideal is one of informed choice, to which the
outputs of political journalism are key contributors. Journalists provide the information on which
citizens will be able to judge between competing candidates and parties. Journalists must be, in
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short, objective reporters of political reality, striving to be as neutral and detached as possible,
even though they will hold their own political views. Partisanship in political journalism is per-
mitted, but where it exists it should not pretend to be objective coverage, and should not crowd
out of the public sphere the kind of detached, balanced reportage with which organizations such
as the BBC, the Financial Times or the US TV networks are associated. As Peter J. Anderson
(2007, p. 65) puts it in a recent study, “high-quality, independent news journalism which provides
accurate and thoughtful information and analysis about current events is crucial to the creation of
an enlightened citizenry that is able to participate meaningfully in society and politics.”

JOURNALISM AS WATCHDOG/FOURTH ESTATE

An extension of the information function of political journalism in a democracy is the role of
critical scrutiny over the powerful, be they in government, business or other influential spheres
of society. This is the watchdog role of the journalist, who in this context becomes part of what
Edmund Burke called the Fourth Estate. In order to prevent the abuses which characterized the
feudal era, journalists in democracy are charged with monitoring the exercise of power. Are gov-
ernments competent, efficient, and honest? Are they fulfilling their responsibilities to the people
who elected them? Are their policies and programs based on sound judgments and information,
and designed with the interests of society as a whole in mind? In its capacity as watchdog, politi-
cal journalism oversees the activities of our governors, on our behalf, and with our permission.>

JOURNALISM AS MEDIATOR/REPRESENTATIVE

The watchdog function of journalism is undertaken on behalf of the citizenry. In this respect, the
journalist is cast as a mediator between the citizen and the politician, the former’s representative
before power, who ensures that the voice of the public is heard.

This mediator/representative role can be performed in several ways. First, political media
can give citizens direct access to the public sphere, in the form of readers’ letters to newspapers,
phone-in contributions to broadcast talk shows, and participation in studio debates about public
affairs (for research on these forms of participatory political media Livingstone & Lunt, 1994;
McNair, Hibberd, & Schlesinger, 2003). The representative function of political journalism is
today enhanced by the availability of fast, interactive technologies such as email, text messaging
and blogging, all of which provide new ways for citizens to communicate with political elites and
participate in public debate. These technologies have fuelled the development of an unprecedent-
edly participatory democracy, in which more citizens now than at any other time in democratic
history have regular access to the means of political communication. But from the journalistic
perspective, the essence of the representative-mediator role remains as it was when readers’ let-
ters were the only practical form of participation in the public sphere for the great majority of
citizens: to stand between the public and the political elite, and ensure that the voice of the people
can be heard in the democratic process.

JOURNALISM AS PARTICIPANT/ADVOCATE

In the role of representative, the political journalist is positioned as advocate or champion of the
people. Journalists can also advocate particular political positions, and be partisan with respect to
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the public debate, seeking to persuade the people of a particular view. As we have seen, journalis-
tic partisanship (as opposed to mere propaganda) dates back to the English Civil war, where jour-
nalists participated in, as well as reported on, the conflict between the decaying aristocracy and
the ascendant bourgeoisie. In the eighteenth century, writes Conboy (2004, p. 90), “adversarial
politics engendered a partisan and often acrimonious press”, while into the nineteenth century
“the newspapers played an increasingly strident role in opinion formation and in the polarisation
of popular political debate.” Ever since, political media have taken sides, albeit in ways which
aim to preserve the appearance of objectivity and factual accuracy in reporting. Reconciling these
apparently contradictory goals is possible in the context of the separation of fact and opinion
which is a structural feature of political journalism in a democracy, and of the distinction which
exists in many countries between public and private media.

JOURNALISM AND DEMOCRACY—THE CRITICS

The normative expectations of political journalism in a democracy, as I have set them out above,
are generally accepted to be: information (reportage); critical scrutiny (commentary, analysis,
adversarialism); representation and advocacy; partiality (as long as it is clearly signaled as such,
and commentary is distinguished from fact). The pragmatic performance of the political media in
fulfilling these functions has, however, been criticized for as long as they have existed, from both
left and right on the ideological spectrum.

The Critique of Liberal Pluralism and Objectivity

The Marxian critique, developed in the nineteenth century and still influential in media scholar-
ship around the world, asserts that “freedom of the press,” and the “bourgeois” notion of freedom
in general, is essentially an ideological hoax, a form of false consciousness which merely legiti-
mizes the status quo and distracts the masses from serious scrutiny of a system which exploits
and oppresses them. The media are structurally locked into pro-systemic bias, and will rarely
give “objective” coverage to anything which seriously threatens the social order of capitalism.
The aspirations of objectivity, and of independence from the state, are masks for the production
by the media of dominant ideology, or bourgeois hegemony, in the sphere of political coverage
as elsewhere.

Marx and Engels developed this theory in the 1840s and after, in works such as The German
Ideology (1976). It was then applied by the Bolsheviks to Soviet Russia, where journalists were
required to renounce “bourgeois objectivism” and instead act as propagandists for the proletarian
revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat in particular. The Bolsheviks developed on this
basis an entirely different theory of journalism from that which prevailed in the capitalist world,
and exported it to other states with Communist Party governments. The classic Four Theories
of the Press (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1963) set out the main differences between what it
characterized as liberal pluralist theory on the one hand, and the authoritarian approach of the
Communist-led states on the other (see Journalism Studies 3(1) for a retrospective on the Four
Theories book). Though the Soviet Union is no more, the authoritarian approach continues to
underpin the practice of political journalism in nominally socialist states such as Cuba and China.
Journalism in these countries is institutionally part of the ideological apparatus of the state.

Comparable rationales to those traditionally adopted by the Soviet communists and their
like-minded parties support the censorial media policies of Islamic fundamentalist states. In Sau-
di Arabia and Iran, for example, it will be argued that Islamic beliefs and truths are not reflected
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in secular, liberal notions of pluralism and objectivity, and that CNN, the BBC and others are
promoting ideologically loaded accounts of global political events which can reasonably be cen-
sored in favor of state-sanctioned journalism. Here again, as in Cuba or China, the demand is for
journalists to actively support a dominant ideology imposed by the ruling political faction, albeit
one based on religious affiliation rather than notions of class domination. The extent to which
liberal journalism can contribute to the establishment and maintenance of democracy in these
countries, and also in post-Soviet countries such as Russia which have tended to veer between
the authoritarianism of old and the stated objective of building democracy and free media, has
informed a sizeable body of research. Kalathil and Boas (2003) have compared the role of the
media—and emerging technologies such as the Internet in particular—in eight countries, includ-
ing China, Cuba, Singapore and Egypt. They conclude, as does Atkins’ (2002) comparative study
of the role of journalism in Southeast Asia, that “overall, the Internet is challenging and helping
to transform authoritarianism. Yet information technology alone is unlikely to bring about its
demise” (Kalathil & Boas, 2003, p. x).

In advanced capitalist societies, meanwhile, scholars such as Chomsky and Herman have
argued consistently against the validity of liberal journalism’s claims to freedom and objectivity,
implicating journalists in the maintenance of a “national security state” propped up by propagan-
da and attempts at “brainwashing” no less crude, they would assert, than that pursued by Pravda
in the old Soviet Union (Chomsky & Herman, 1979). Others use different terminology and con-
ceptualizations of the media-society relationship, but the core notion that political journalism
is less about democratic scrutiny and accountability of the political elite than it is a vehicle for
the “necessary illusions” (Chomsky, 1989) which prop up an unequal and exploitative capitalist
system remains prevalent in media sociology, shaping a large body of research concerned with
documenting the ways in which journalism contributes to the reinforcement and reproduction
of dominant ideas and readings of events. The period since 9/11 and the invasions of Afghani-
stan and Iraq have seen an upsurge in scholarly work of this kind, as in for example Philo and
Berry’s Bad News From Israel. This critical content analysis of British TV news concludes that
in coverage of the Israel-Palestine conflict, Israeli views receive “preferential treatment”, and
that there is “a consistent pattern on TV news in which Israeli perspectives tend to be highlighted
and sometimes endorsed by journalists” (2004, p. 199). Although the BBC rejected allegations
of systematic bias, its managers did accept that there was a difficulty in providing viewers of TV
news, given the nature of the form and the limits on space, with the context and background re-
quired for making sense of current events. Similar controversies have surrounded public service
journalism in Australia and elsewhere.

Other post-9/11 studies of news coverage of international politics include David Miller’s
edited collection of critical essays about news coverage of Iraq, Tell Me Lies (2004), and work
by Howard Tumber, Jerry Palmer and Frank Webster (Tumber & Palmer, 2004; Tumber & Web-
ster, 2006) which reaches less critical conclusions on the question of TV news alleged biases. A
recent edited volume by Sarah Maltby and Richard Keeble (2008) explores the role of journalism
in post-9/11 conflict situations from a variety of perspectives, both scholarly and practitioner-
oriented.

Although the end of the cold war, and with it the global ideological division between com-
munism and capitalism which dominated the twentieth century, has marginalized the Marxian
critique of concepts such as pluralism and objectivity, the performance of the political media
in the post-9/11 world continues to be the subject of debate and contention, with accusations of
bias, propaganda and other deviations from the normative ideals of objectivity and balance being
a regular feature of commentary by scholars, activists and also many journalists. The political
media remain an arena of ideological dispute, not least on the issue of who—or which medium—
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is telling the truth about political events, and whether such a thing as “objective truth” is even
possible. There is bias, of course, in overtly partisan outlets such as Fox News and many news-
papers, and this is usually apparent. As noted earlier, the blogosphere and online journalism in
general have expanded the space available for opinionated, motivated journalism about politics
to circulate, and this has encouraged at least some of the “old” media to wear their ideological
preferences more overtly on their sleeves. On this all observers can agree, and choose their biases
accordingly. On the deeper issue of political journalism’s independence from the state and the
political elite, and its capacity to be objective, individual conclusions tend to be premised on
one’s views about the nature of capitalism itself, its viability as a system, and the scope for seri-
ous alternatives. Believers in the fundamentally oppressive nature of capitalism, and its inevitable
demise interpret journalism as part of the ideological apparatus without which it would collapse,
and view its outputs with corresponding skepticism. Others are seeking to better understand the
implications for politics, both domestically and internationally, of an increasingly globalised
public sphere, in which elite control of information is being eroded (McNair, 2006). Building on
the work of Castells and others on the network society, a number of contributors to the Maltby
and Keeble collection cited above engage with what I in my own recent research have character-
ized as a chaos paradigm. Maltby’s (2008, p. 3) introduction to the book, for example, notes that
the multiple and diverse means of disseminating information in the public sphere have under-
mined the ways in which “states are able to control what is revealed, or concealed about their
activities.” In the same collection Tumber and Webster discuss the “chaotic information environ-
ment” which today confronts political elites, and observe “a growing awareness of human rights
and democracy” on the part of the global audience (2008, p. 61).

As the Internet expands further, and real time news channels such as Al Jazeera proliferate
and build audiences, scholarly focus on the relationship between globalised journalism and dem-
ocratic processes is increasing (Chalaby, 2005). Al Jazeera itself has been the subject of several
edited collections (see, for example, Zayani, 2005).

Commercialization, Dumbing Down and the Crisis of Public Communication

Another source of scholarly criticism on the relationship between journalism and democracy is
the argument that competitive pressures on the media, and the consequent commercialization
of journalism, have driven the standards of political journalism down, undermining democracy
itself. Ever since the seventeenth century, the political media have been accused of deviating from
the news agendas and styles required of democracy. In recent times, the intensifying commodifi-
cation of journalism, it is argued, has favored the evolution of forms of political infotainment, a
focus on sensation and drama in the political sphere, and the representation of democratic politics
to the public as something akin to a soap opera. The popular vernacular for this process is “dumb-
ing down,” although this is more than a critique of the intellectual content of political journalism,
but also of its increasing focus on matters deemed trivial from the normative perspective. Politi-
cal journalism should be about economic policy, foreign affairs, and other matters of substance,
it is argued, rather than the love lives of politicians, or their ability to look good on TV.

This set of arguments was prominent in the 1990s, exemplified by Blumler and Gurevitch’s
The Crisis of Public Communication (1995), Bob Franklin’s Packaging Politics (1994) and other
key texts of that decade. More recently, Anderson and Ward’s (2007, p. 67) edited volume on The
Future of Journalism in the Advanced Democracies laments the rise of “soft news” over “hard
news,” leading them to the pessimistic conclusion that “it is increasingly unlikely that much of
the future news provision in the UK will meet the informational needs of a democracy.” In addi-
tion to commercial pressures, they argue, the blogosphere and other developments arising from
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the emergence of Internet technology are squeezing out “hard” news. Anderson and Ward (2007,
p. 8) define hard news as “journalism that can be recognized as having the primary intent to in-
form and encourage reflection, debate and action on political, social and economic issues,” and
journalism “that covers the issues that affect significantly people’s lives.” Against these criticisms
and warnings of a degenerating public sphere, John Hartley (1996), Catharine Lumby (1999) and
others (including this writer) have defended the evolving news agenda of political journalism as
an intelligible and appropriate reflection of a popular democracy in which human interest issues
have a role to play (if not to the exclusion of coverage of the more normatively preferred issues
of public affairs). The blurring of traditional lines dividing the public from the private spheres is
itself, from this perspective, a measure of the democratization of political culture, and its expan-
sion to include the everyday concerns (and very human interests) of a mass citizenry.

Criticism has also been expressed of the extent to which coverage of politics has been sub-
sumed within the broader category of celebrity culture, with its stress on personalities and image
(Corner & Pels, 2003). Again, however, it is possible to argue that twenty first century politics
is, inevitably, going to be about personality and its projection, and the judgments citizens make
about the kinds of people who govern them. The 2004 election of Arnold Schwarzenegger as
governor of California was covered at the time as symptomatic of this trend, condemned by
some as evidence of the trivialization of politics and its colonization by the values of Hollywood
and the entertainment industry. After the first wave of concern about the dire implications of
Schwarzenegger’s success, however, and in the face of the fact that the world did not end and life
went on more or less as usual, the political media in the United States and elsewhere became ac-
customed to his governorship, and even the remote possibility of a future presidential campaign
by the former action movie star (remote because of his Austrian roots, rather than his celebrity
history, which was, of course, no obstacle to Ronald Reagan’s rise from B movie status to gover-
nor and then two-term President).

Political Public Relations and the Rise of Spin

A key strand of both scholarly and public criticism of the journalism-democracy relationship has
been the allegedly pernicious effect upon it of the growth of political public relations. While the
conscious effort to shape media coverage of their declarations and actions by political actors is at
least as old as political journalism itself, the twentieth century witnessed a qualitative transforma-
tion in both the intensity and the professionalism of the practice. The expansion of democracy
on the one hand (with universal suffrage being achieved in most advanced capitalist societies by
the outbreak of World War II), and of mass media on the other, created the need for purposeful
communication between political actors and those who might vote or otherwise support them.
Political public relations—the management of relations between politicians and their publics—
became in the twentieth century a recognized sub-set of political communication, what I have
characterized as a “Fifth Estate” evolving in parallel with the Fourth (McNair, 2001).

The emergence of political public relations has generated an extensive critical literature on
“spin,” which reads it as a deviation from or distortion of the normative public sphere. Political
PR is viewed from this perspective as propaganda, in the negative sense of that term (i.e., as
intentional deceit and dishonesty), and critiqued on that basis, alongside a critique of the extent
to which political discourse and performance has changed in the media age. From Boorstin’s
(1962) seminal work on the pseudo-event to Aeron Davies (2007) recent book on The Mediation
of Power, the concern with political communication practice, and its impact on journalism, has
been central to journalism studies. So has the study of government communication, as in Sally
Young’s (2007) recent edited collection of essays on the Australian situation. Feeding into this
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work have been a growing collection of books by former “spin doctors” such as Alistair Camp-
bell (2007), Bernard Ingham (1991) and Bill Clinton’s communication adviser for much of his
time in the White House, Dick Morris (1997). While media scholars have tended to be critical
of the influence of public relations on the journalism-democracy relationship, these insider ac-
counts, as one would expect, seek to justify and explain the rise of spin as a logical and in many
ways necessary product of mediated democracy which facilitates elite-mass communication, to
the benefit of the democratic process.

HYPERADVERSARIALISM

A recurring criticism of political journalism has focused on the rise of what James Fallows in the
1990s called hyperadversarialism (1996). Adversarialism, as we have seen, is widely regarded
as a normative characteristic of journalism in a democracy, necessary for the effective exercise
of critical scrutiny over political elites. Tough questioning, fearless criticism of falsehoods and
mistakes, and readiness to go up against power, are essential attributes of journalism in a democ-
racy. Less welcome, for many, is the aggressive, confrontational stance increasingly adopted by
journalists allegedly seeking not elucidation and clarification of the pertinent facts of politics, but
dramatic and crowd-pleasing contests. This trend is often associated with the increasingly compet-
itive media environment, in which drama and confrontation are presumed to be more saleable in
the news market place than quiet, considered reportage. Journalists, it is suggested by Fallows and
like-minded critics, are under pressure to stand out, to make their political interviews newsworthy
with provocative questions and answers, to set the agenda and become the story themselves.

These arguments have often co-existed with other, contradictory suggestions that far from
being too critical of political elites, the media are insufficiently so. Barnett and Gaber (2001, p. 2),
for example, identified the “twenty first century crisis in political journalism” as one of heighten-
ing economic, political and technological pressures combining “inexorably” to produce a “more
conformist, less critical reporting environment which is increasingly likely to prove supportive
to incumbent governments.” By 2002, however, Barnett was complaining about the “increasingly
hostile and irresponsible tenor of political journalism”, and “the hounding of politicians” by a
“cynical and corrosive media.”® Political commentator Polly Toynbee shared his view, arguing
that “journalism of left and right converges in an anarchic zone of vitriol where elected politi-
cians are always contemptible, their policies not just wrong but their motives all self-interest”.*

Writing in January 2005, constitutional historian Anthony Sampson argued that “journalists
have gained power hugely [...and] become much more assertive, aggressive and moralizing in
confronting other forms of power.”> The changing style of political journalism, as this long-term
observer of British democracy saw it, “reflects the declining role of other mediators, as much as
the growing ambitions of the press.” Echoing the views of James Fallows regarding political jour-
nalism in the United States, Sampson identified the competitive pressures on media organizations
as the source of this unwelcome shift in the journalism-politician relationship.

On the one hand they [journalists] are pressed towards more entertainment and sensation, to
compete with their rivals, while the distinction between quality papers and tabloids has become
less clear cut. On the other hand their serious critics expect them to take over the role of public
educators and interpreters from the traditional mediators, including parliament.

This argument has driven the British debate around political journalism in recent years, as
in John Lloyd’s much-talked about What’s Wrong With Our Media, published in 2004, which
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sparked a period of critical (and self-critical) journalistic reflection. Lloyd, himself a respected
political journalist for many years, singled out the Andrew Gilligan affair of 2003 as an example
of how reckless political journalism had become (Gilligan, for Lloyd, was reckless in suggesting
that the government had lied about the threat posed to Britain by Iraqi weapons of mass destruc-
tion in order to mobilize public opinion behind invasion and removal of the Saddam Hussein
regime). “If the best of journalism—the BBC”, wrote Lloyd (2004, p. 14), “could both put out
a report like that and defend it, and remain convinced that it had been unfairly criticised by [the
Hutton inquiry, set up by the Blair government to investigate the circumstances of Gilligan’s
“sexed up” report and the subsequent suicide of his source, government scientist David Kelly]
and traduced by government, then we have produced a media culture which in many ways con-
tradicts the ideals to which we pay homage.”

Political journalists cannot, of course, be both too conformist and too confrontational at the
same time, and as ever in cultural commentary, one observer’s “hyperadversarialism” is another’s
toadying favoritism. There has been a long term decline of journalistic deference towards politi-
cal elites, as I and others have argued (McNair, 2000), rooted in wider socio-cultural trends and
in itself very welcome from the perspective of what is good for democracy. Political elites have
never been held more to account, more closely scrutinized, in both their public roles and their
private lives, than today, a trend now exacerbated by the ubiquity of the Internet and satellite
news media. The always-on, globalised news culture of the twenty first century makes journal-
ists ever more dependent on the political sphere for stories, and less willing to accept traditional
codes and conventions as to the appropriate subject matter and style of coverage. The Clinton-
Lewinsky scandal is only the most infamous example of this trend, now echoed regularly in com-
parable scandals all over the world. There are reasonable objections to the growing journalistic
fascination with personality and private life amongst the political class. And yet, as John Hartley
(1996) and other have argued, this kind of political journalism reflects an evolving public sphere,
in which the private as well as public affairs of politicians can have relevance to democratic
decision-making. Issues of trust, personal morality and honesty are important in informing the
judgments citizens make. If in the not-too-distant past they were generally excluded from public
discourse, today they contribute to a broader picture of political life constructed by the media.
Some politicians benefit from such exposure, while others suffer. The new rules of the game
are widely understood, however, and contemporary politicians cannot claim ignorance as to the
importance of image and personality. Indeed, an entire apparatus of public relations and promo-
tional communication has developed precisely in order to manage media relations.

This brings us to a further defense of hyperadversarialism, related to the previous section’s
discussion of the rise of spin—that journalists today face politicians who are highly skilled in the
communicative arts, supported by professional spin doctors, advisors and consultants. In response,
political journalism has of necessity become more reflective and metadiscursive. This is the jour-
nalism of political process, which accepts as a given from the outset that politicians are engaged
in spin and publicity, and actively seeks to expose and deconstruct it, in the interests of uncovering
a deeper level of truth. So, yes, Jeremy Paxman asks a politician the same question fourteen times
during a TV interview—as he did of the Conservative Home Secretary in the 1990s—and fourteen
times he receives an evasive answer. If, as the critics of such gladiatorial journalism argue, the
audience learns little or nothing about the substance of the issue under interrogation, it is left in
no doubt that the politician has something to hide, or is insufficiently in command of his or her
brief to answer the question with openness and confidence. That is useful knowledge in a modern
mediated democracy, as long as it is set alongside information about policy.

In political journalism, as elsewhere, fashions change. The fashion for aggressive politi-
cal interviewing of the type exemplified by Paxman, John Humphrys and others, which was
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prevalent in the BBC in the 1990s and came to exemplify hyperadversarialism and the “corrosive
cynicism” of political journalists in the British context, has evolved into a more subtle approach
which recognizes that there are other modes of interrogation than the one premised on the ques-
tion, “Is that lying bastard lying to me?” That there are many interviewing styles which can
extract information useful to the democratic process was always the case, as illustrated by David
Frost’s deceptively gentle sofa interview style. Today, perhaps, there is greater acceptance that
the bulldog terrier approach to political journalism is not always the best way to maximize the
delivery of useful information (although, as of this writing, Paxman and Humphrys remain the
unchallenged titans of the political interview in the UK). Paxman himself, in a lecture given to
the 2007 Edinburgh Television Festival, expressed sympathy with the view of Tony Blair, given
in one of his final prime ministerial speeches, that the British press were like “a feral beast” in
their approach to politicians.

CRISIS? WHAT CRISIS?

Criticisms of the agenda, content and style of political journalism are cyclical, often contradic-
tory, and rarely resolvable in a definitive manner. As citizens make judgments about politicians
according to changing fashions (Tony Blair was judged by many to be too smooth a communica-
tor by far; his successor Gordon Brown is often accused, not least by the political media who
railed about spin for the Blair decade, to be not smooth enough), scholars and other commenta-
tors make judgments about the perceived failings of political journalism, often linked to wider
concerns about the health of democracy. Journalists have been blamed, for example—and the rise
of hyperadversarialism, process journalism and political infotainment have all been implicated in
this trend—for declining rates of democratic participation in Britain, the United States and com-
parable countries. Citizens, it is argued, are disillusioned, bored, and increasingly cynical about
politicians whom the media continually attack and criticize for real or imagined failings. None
dispute that coverage of financial corruption and other matters of relevance to the performance
of public office is legitimate, and the more adversarial the better, but do our media really need
to be so obsessed with style, personality and process? Are not these obsessions to blame for the
historically low turn outs of the 2001 general election in the UK, or the 2000 presidential election
in the United States?

The truth is, no one knows. There are competing explanations for changing levels of demo-
cratic participation across cultures and over time—economic affluence, the decline of ideology,
the increase in the number of elections in which people have rights to vote (in this author’s coun-
try, for example, Scotland—since devolution was introduced there have been elections for the
European parliament, the Scottish parliament, the Westminster parliament, and local councils.
Many citizens participate gladly in all of these. Others find their democratic energies dissipating
before the regularity of campaigns, and the variety and complexity of voting systems). Journal-
ism may be a factor in explaining trends in democratic participation, but it is beyond the current
state of social scientific knowledge to say with certainty how important a factor.

Lewis, Inthorn and Wahl-Jorgensen’s (2005, p. 141) study of political journalism, while “not
blaming the news media for the general pattern of decline in voting and participation in electoral
politics” argues that “the way ordinary people are represented in the news media does little to in-
spire active forms of citizenship.” By representing people as consumers rather than citizens, they
conclude on the basis of their analysis of US and UK news content, “news is part of the problem
rather than part of the solution.”

The political journalists have themselves adopted a number of strategies designed to engage
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audiences in the democratic process, such as more studio debates and other forms of public
participation, utilizing the new technologies referred to above. The main commercial public ser-
vice channel in the UK, ITV, experimented with reality TV techniques in Vote For Me, a series
in which members of the public “stood” for selection as a parliamentary candidate in the 2005
election, chosen by studio audiences and viewers at home. The experiment failed to have signifi-
cant impact, but was an honorable attempt to harness the demonstrable enthusiasm for public
participation in decision-making demonstrated by the success of reality TV shows such as Big
Brother.

One fact that can be stated with confidence is that, regardless of its agenda, content and style,
there is more political journalism available to the average citizen in the average mature democ-
racy than at any previous time in history. Newspapers are crammed with columnists and com-
mentaries. Political editors and special correspondents are prominent in network news schedules.
Twenty four hour news channels proliferate, while the Internet is crowded with blogs and online
punditry. Much of this content is trivial, polemical, and ultimately disposable, as much political
journalism always was. Much remains focused on the traditional agenda of political journalism—
the economy, social affairs, the environment, and foreign policy, the latter having been boosted
in newsworthiness by 9/11 and its aftermath. Amidst the arguments about the quality of political
journalism, which come and go, this quantitative trend hints at a broad public appetite for infor-
mation and news-based culture which must give some grounds for optimism about the future
health of democracies.

FUTURE RESEARCH IN POLITICAL JOURNALISM STUDIES

Research on the content and contribution of journalism to the democratic process will continue.
Political actors, scholars, and journalists themselves will continue to monitor the output of the
political media, testing it against their expectations of what the journalism-democracy relation-
ship should be. There is, however, a growing concern with the potential role of new digital media
in enhancing participatory and interactive modes of political communication between the public
as a whole and political elites. The European Union, for example, has begun consultations on
how to ensure that the public service media of the future can be used to maximize democratic
engagement and participation. In many countries, as the transition from analogue to digital me-
dia proceeds, and as media organizations adapt to emerging phenomena such as user generated
content, blogging and social networking, the extent to which these new media can improve the
performance of the political media as democratic assets remains a key question for scholars in
both the political science and media studies fields. This concern extends to the role of new media
in global conflicts.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: JOURNALISM AND DEMOCRACY IN THE TWENTY
FIRST CENTURY

Political journalism of the modern type emerged in parallel with the first democracies, and the
bourgeois revolutions of early modern Europe. Nearly 400 years later, the spread of democratic
regimes across the planet, and the steady decline of authoritarian government since the fall of the
Berlin Wall and the Soviet Union, has been accompanied by the growth of a globalised public
sphere. In Latin America (Alves, 2005), Southeast Asia (Atkins, 2002), the former Soviet bloc,
and the Middle East (Mellor, 2005, 2007), the end of authoritarianism and its replacement by
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democratic polities, hesitant and subject to resistance and reversal as that process remains, has
been fuelled by the increasing availability of, and public access to, independent journalistic me-
dia such as Al Jazeera (Zayani, 2005), online sites, and other forms of digital journalism. Arab
scholars and journalists now speak routinely of an “Arab public sphere,” in which liberal prin-
ciples of pluralism and political independence are pursued, even by a channel such as Al Jazeera
which has a very different approach to the conflicts being played out in the Middle East than, say,
CNN or the BBC. In China, half a billion people now use the Internet regularly, and the number
grows steadily, presenting the Chinese communists with a deepening problem of legitimacy. That
country’s hybrid of “capitalism with Chinese characteristics” had of this writing avoided media
freedom in the liberal pluralist sense, but the pressures to open access to media, up to and beyond
the 2008 Olympics, were clear. In Putin’s Russia, meanwhile, state restrictions on the political
media, and intimidation of journalists across the country, were meeting resistance at home and
abroad, widely interpreted as antithetical to the country’s transition to mature democracy. In
Russia, as in most other transitional societies in the early twenty first century, the establishment
of genuine, lasting democracy was recognized to be inseparable from the establishment of free
political media, a functioning public sphere and a pluralistic civil society. The emerging democ-
racies differ in their form, as does the political journalism which supports them. Democratic
political cultures will vary widely, and will always be rooted in specific histories and circum-
stances. There does now seem to be an acceptance, however, from the offices of Al Jazeera to the
boardrooms of the BBC and CNN, that the normative principles of liberal journalism identified
in this chapter have a general applicability. Whether the pragmatic realities of global politics will
permit them to become universally entrenched remains to be seen.

NOTES

1. From the first ever law of copyright in England, enacted in 1556.

2. The exemplary case of this normative role being performed in practice is that of Carl Woodward and
Edward Bernstein, and their exposure of the Watergate cover up which ultimately forced the resigna-
tion of President Richard Nixon. This famous case, and the book and the film which were based on
it, provide a lesson in what journalistic scrutiny of democratic government means in reality, and the
challenges it may require on the part of individual journalists and editors, who may have to overcome
wilful evasion and cover-up of the facts, intimidation and harassment, and worse.

. Barnett, S., “The age of contempt,” Guardian, October 28, 2002.

. Toynbee, P., “Breaking news,” Guardian, September 3, 2003.

5. Sampson, A., “The fourth estate under fire,” Guardian, January 10, 2005.
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Journalism, Public Relations, and Spin

William Dinan and David Miller

INTRODUCTION

Public Relations (PR) is an expanding and increasingly significant feature of the contemporary
media-scape. Despite academic and popular interest in propaganda, especially in times of armed
conflict, understanding of routine domestic propaganda—PR or spin—is rather limited. The con-
ventional view is that modern PR was invented in the United States in the early twentieth century,
and later exported around the globe. A closer historical analysis suggests that spin was adopted as
a strategic response by capital (and the state) to the threat of the extended franchise and organised
labour (Miller & Dinan, 2008). The subsequent growth of the public relations industry is closely
linked to corporate globalization (Miller & Dinan, 2003) and to forms of neoliberal governance,
including deregulation and privatization (Miller & Dinan, 2000).

This chapter will outline an argument for rethinking the role of PR in contemporary society
by critically examining popular theories of spin in the light of available evidence and trends.
In particular this chapter offers a critique of the appropriation of Habermas (1989, 1996) by
apologists for PR, and argues for a new synthesis of theories of communication, power and the
public sphere, drawing on Habermas. This conceptualization problematizes the understanding of
source studies as simply the communicative relationships between sources (e.g., spin doctors),
the media and the public. Instead, we argue, the media are often by-passed by public relations as
it seeks to speak directly to particular publics, such as elite decision-makers and power brokers.
To be clear, we are not arguing that the media are unimportant, indeed we do see the role of the
media in amplifying and helping to legitimate “systematically distorted communication” as a
problematic function of journalism. However, it is also clear that elite communications have their
own conditions of existence and outcomes.

We consider in particular the reshaping of the field of journalism in the UK and the US, and
we argue that the potential of the new relations of journalism is to dissolve independent journal-
ism in the fluid of commercial values, fake news and source originated content. Given the ten-
dencies evident in the commercialization of news production and the ways in which professional
public relations tends to serve powerful interests we could call this process the “neoliberalization
of the public sphere.” We also believe that while the tendencies we discuss below are most devel-
oped in the US and UK (home to the largest PR industries in the world), there is clear evidence
of the same processes and practices in operation right across the globe.

250
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HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Alex Carey (1995, p. 57) identifies three important inter-related developments that in many ways
characterised the twentieth century:

The growth of democracy, the growth of corporate power, and the growth of corporate propaganda
as a means of protecting corporate power against democracy.

The twentieth century saw the birth and inexorable rise of modern spin. With the promise
of a wider franchise, intellectuals and elites on both sides of the Atlantic began to worry about
the “crowd” and how the newly “enthroned” masses (as PR pioneer Ivy Lee remarked in 1914)
would impact on advanced liberal democracy (Hiebert, 1966). Important figures in journalism
such as Walter Lippmann (1921, p. 158) began to see how the consent of the crowd could be
manufactured by elites to ensure the best functioning of democracy: “Within the life of the gen-
eration now in control of affairs, persuasion has become a self conscious art and a regular organ
of popular government.” Those at the centre of this enterprise were the captains of industry and
their appointed propagandists. Perhaps the most famous early pioneers of PR were Edward Ber-
nays, Carl Byoir and Ivy Lee in the United States. They had their less celebrated counterparts in
the UK, in figures like Basil Clarke and Charles Higham (see Miller & Dinan, 2008).

What united these people was their belief in the necessity of managing public opinion, and
their efforts in the service of political and business elites seeking to thwart or manage democratic
reform. All these early pioneers of PR were deeply influenced by their experiences of using
propaganda in times of conflict and crisis: for British propagandists this meant their experiences
of repressing Irish nationalists during and after the 1916 rising and the efforts to defeat the Ger-
mans in the first World War; for the founders of the US PR industry their experiences inside the
Creel commission (which sought to promote the US entry into WWI and the subsequent war ef-
fort) were formative (Miller & Dinan, 2008). These propagandists emerged from the war acutely
aware of the power of propaganda to shape popular perceptions and behaviours, and the strongly
held conviction that the lessons of war-time propaganda could be applied to the management of
democracy during more peaceful times.

World War II saw renewed and intense interest in the application of propaganda techniques.
Joseph Goebbels, the chief Nazi propagandist, was inspired by Edward Bernays book, Crystal-
lising Public Opinion, a fact about which Bernays kept quiet until much later in his life (Tye,
1998). In the wake of World War II, those involved in propaganda and intelligence also came
out of the services with a strong sense of the power of propaganda. The rise of Nazism was
understood in conventional wisdom as testament to the power of propaganda. But the history of
propaganda and PR shows that much was learnt by the Nazi’s from the Western powers (Miller
& Dinan, 2008).

Where are we today? The current media ecology is characterised by the continuing expan-
sion of media outlets and the increasing conglomeration of media industries (McChesney, 2004).
These trends are evident across the promotional industries too, with the emergence of a number
of mega corporations like Omnicom, Interpublic and WPP, each owning many global public rela-
tions consultancies and networks (Miller & Dinan, 2008). There has been very strong growth in
professional PR (consultancy & in-house) in the past couple of decades. For instance, in 1963
there were “perhaps” 3,000 PR people in Britain (Tunstall, 1964). In 2005 a “conservative esti-
mate” suggested some 47,800 people were employed in public relations in the UK (Chartered
Institute for Public Relations [CIPR], 2005, p. 6).
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As media outlets cutback on journalism, there is a growing reliance on “‘information
subsidies”—press releases, video news releases, briefings, trails, and exclusives offered by spin
doctors to increasingly pressurised journalists (Curran, 2002; Davis, 2007; Herman & Chomsky,
1988; Miller & Dinan, 2000, 2008). While these trends are most acute in the US and UK, the
same dynamic is in play throughout the globe. The scale and scope of the modern PR industry is
such that the idealised models of the investigative journalist, independent newsgathering and the
institutional role of press as the critical fourth estate are increasingly unsustainable. Thus, it may
be time to revisit some of the theories of public communication to better diagnose the current
“communication crisis.”

THE DEATH OF NEWS

The pressures unleashed by the shift to the market from 1979/80 onwards have had dramatic
impacts on news. In the UK, writes Nick Cohen (1998), “the number of national newspaper jour-
nalists has remained the same since the 1960s, but the size of newspapers has doubled; the same
number of people are doing twice the work. News is the chief victim.” The emptying out of Fleet
Street as newspapers re-housed themselves in Docklands in East London, was emblematic of
the segregation of many journalists from first hand experience of the political process. As Cohen
(1998) notes most journalists are now based “in the compounds of Canary Wharf and Wapping,
where barbed wire and security patrols emphasise their isolation from a public whose lives they
are meant to report. News comes on the telephone or from PRs; from the Press Association
(which has itself cut back its once comprehensive coverage) or the temporary enthusiasms of a
metropolitan media village.”

The convergence between the media and PR business’s is visible especially in companies
like United Business Media, which owns CMP a provider of events, print and online publica-
tions. UBM is also a major shareholder of Independent Television News [ITN] (20 percent) and
the Press Association (17.01 percent) (United Business Media [UBM], 2007). But UBM also
owns PR Newswire, a publicity service for corporations and the PR industry which distributes
content to news outlets such as ITN and the Press Association. PR Newswire is also the parent
of another subsidiary, eWatch, a controversial internet monitoring agency which advertised a
service to spy on activist groups and corporate critics. After it was exposed by Business Week in
2000, the page promoting this was removed from the eWatch Web site and PR Newswire even
claimed that it had never existed. (Lubbers, 2002, p. 117)

The integration of the PR and media industries is in its early stages. But it is a tendency that
undermines the possibility of independent media. This tendency is reinforced by the rise of “info-
mediaries” and “fake news.” Amongst the developments is the trend towards the direct corporate
control of information media. An early example of this was the joint venture between ITN and
Burson Marsteller, one of the biggest and least ethical PR firms in the world. Corporate Televi-
sion News was based inside ITN headquarters with full access to ITN archives and made films for
Shell and other corporate clients. In 1999, one of the UK’s leading lobbyists Graham Lancaster
(then of Biss Lancaster, now owned by global communications giant Havas) expounded his view
that PR firms “will increasingly”” own their own channels for delivery to customers superceding
“media.” PR channels will become “infomediaries.” But the important quality that they must
have is apparent independence—they must be, in other words, fake news channels (G. Lancaster,
personal communication, October 1999).

A new venture by one of New Labour’s favourite PR people, Julia Hobsbawm, attempts to
blur the lines between spin and journalism even further. Editorial Intelligence involves a range of
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professional communicators including journalists, PR people and lobbyists. Back in 2001 before
its creation Hobsbawm (2001) had written that

The role of PR is to provide information, to “tell the truth persuasively”, and to allow journalism
the right to interpret, for good or bad. [...] PR has nothing to hide. We send out press releases and
give briefings openly (they are called press conferences and launches). With the exception of the
mutually beneficial “off the record” quote, PR is transparent. But journalists’ egos often make
them demur when admitting the involvement of public relations, hence years of running doctored
interviews rather than admit intervention.

Hobsbawm’s argument attempts to “level” journalism and PR to suggest that one is, at least,
no worse than the other. Journalist-source conflict is pointless and Editorial Intelligence is a kind
of balm on the wound. Hobsbawm says that “ei” will combine “the consulting and analysis of
a think-tank with the accurate data of a directory and the inside scoop of a newspaper.” It aims
to break down the “traditional hostility between journalism and PR by getting the two to mix at
lunches, dinners and speaking events. ‘Cynicism is so over,” she says” (Jardine, 2005). The ven-
ture came in for criticism from some in the mainstream. Alluding to the ei strapline—"“Where PR
meets journalism”—Christina Odone (2006) wrote:

PR meets journalism in Caribbean freebies, shameless back-scratching and undeclared interests.
A link to a PR firm should spell professional suicide for a journalist, rather than a place on a high-
falutin advisory board. Journalists should meet PR in a spirit of hostility—treating the informa-
tion passed on as suspect, scrutinising possible motives and investigating possible links. As it is,
the Westminster village pens into a confined space politicos, hacks and PRs, making for an often
unhealthy, if informal, proximity. An organised “network” such as EI's, where more than 1,000
hacks and PR figures formally join hands, risks institutionalising a clique where who knows who
will influence who writes what.

In the domestic context efforts to dominate the information environment are furthest advanced
in the United States, where there are extensive networks of think tanks, lobbying firms, and front
groups associated with neoliberal and neoconservative tendencies. One pioneering example is
Tech Central Station (TCS), which appears at first glance to be a kind of think tank cum internet
magazine. Look a little deeper and it is apparent that TCS has “taken aggressive positions on one
side or another of intra-industry debates, rather like a corporate lobbyist” (Confessore, 2003).

TCS is published by the DCI Group, a prominent Washington “public affairs” firm special-
izing in PR, lobbying, and “Astroturf” campaigning: “many of DCI’s clients are also ‘sponsors’
of the site it houses. TCS not only runs the sponsors’ banner ads; its contributors aggressively
defend those firms’ policy positions, on TCS and elsewhere” (Confessore, 2003). James Glass-
man, who runs Tech Central Station has:

Given birth to something quite new in Washington: journo-lobbying [...] It’s an innovation driven

primarily by the influence industry. Lobbying firms that once specialized in gaining person-to-
person access to key decision-makers have branched out. The new game is to dominate the entire
intellectual environment in which officials make policy decisions, which means funding every-
thing from think tanks to issue ads to phoney grassroots pressure groups. But the institution that
most affects the intellectual atmosphere in Washington, the media, has also proven the hardest for
K Street to influence—until now. (Confessore, 2003)

Such developments pose an enormous threat to independent journalism and proper scrutiny
of public institutions and policy making. The PR industry certainly needs the appearance of
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independent media in order to sustain a patina of credibility, but the trajectory outlined above
points to newly emerging political communication source strategies which aggressively seek to
colonise or dominate the information environment. Thus, our models for understanding contem-
porary political journalism need to account for the spread of promotional culture and these new
forms of spin.

THE PUBLIC SPHERE AND FORMS OF POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

The public sphere has become a very popular and influential model for analysing political com-
munication. Perhaps part of the attraction of the concept is that it is elastic and sufficiently flexible
to allow a variety of applications. As Garnham (2000, p. 169) suggests, the utility of Habermas’s
theory is that it seeks to “hold liberalism to its emancipatory ideals,” by focusing on the links be-
tween institutions and practices in democratic polities, and “the necessary material resource base
for any public sphere” (pp. 360-361). Much of the debate about the public sphere is media cen-
tric, in that it tends to focus on the role of the mass media in shaping public discourse. However,
Habermas has a more nuanced understanding of political communication and the model allows
for public and private communications, meaning a broader conception than simply the role of
mass media and including also online and virtual communications, as well as elite communica-
tions and processes of lobbying. It is the latter which is a crucial element in our argument for the
continuing utility of the model of the public sphere.

A repeated criticism of theories of the public sphere relates to its idealised (liberal-rational)
model of public communication. Habermas champions forms of rational-critical debate, wherein
argument and reason are paramount, and participations are truthful and consensus seeking. There
is no place in this idealised model for strategic communication and the presentation of private
interests as generalizable public interests. Therefore, much of the practice of PR has no place
in a rational, deliberative democracy. Of course, in the real world PR is increasingly important
in political and public communication, so the model of the public sphere needs to be revised to
account for this empirical reality. To date the most developed area of research in political com-
munications addresses political parties, their news management and spin tactics. It often excludes
business and NGO media relations, and neglects the less public communicative activities of such
groups, including lobbying and corporate social responsibility (CSR), think tanks and policy
planning activities. This lacuna is partially explained by a tendency to focus on media rather than
more broadly on communication. In our view this implicit model should be turned on its head
and start with economic, social and political institutions, focusing on their attempts to pursue
their own interests (including by communicative means). Seen from this vantage point, news
and political culture are one part of wider communicative strategies employed. Starting from
the media—all too often—results in a tendency to forget or ignore wider issues and (for some) a
tendency to focus on media discourse as if it was divorced from other forms of communication,
and most importantly from social interests and social outcomes (see Philo & Miller, 2002).

The model of the neoliberal public sphere proposed here is sensitive to the variety of commu-
nicative practices deployed by the array of competing interest groups and coalitions that form to
seek social and political outcomes. It explicitly acknowledges the power and resource advantages
in play in political communication and lobbying and how this fits into a wider power/resource
context. It recognizes strategic communication and stresses those aspects of political communi-
cation not directly targeted at the mass media and the general public, but rather at specific deci-
sion-making, or “strong,” publics. A strong public is a “sphere of institutionalised deliberation
and decision making” (Eriksen & Fossum, 2000). Contrary to some discussions which see such
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“publics” as facilitating democratic (Habermasian) deliberation, they can equally be understood
as undermining democracy by insulating decision making from popular pressures. The commu-
nicative strategies of social interests can be focused on a range of overlapping fields—mass me-
dia are one, intra-elite communications and policy planning another. But the point equally applies
to all arenas of communication and socialization such as education, religion and science.

Any cursory review of the voluminous literature on collective political action and organised
interest group politics indicates the centrality of business, particularly large corporations, as key
participants in public policy debate. Even the literature on the collective action of new social
movements (such as Beder, 1997; Crossley, 2002; Gamson, 1975; Klein, 2000; Sklair, 2002;
Tarrow, 1998) which asserts a more fluid conceptualisation of political organisation, issue con-
testation, and agenda setting, often demonstrates the presence of organised private sector actors
(be they individual corporations or collective business lobbies) in opposition to the demands and
agendas of social movements, and local communities (Gaventa, 1982; Eliasoph, 1998, Epstein,
1991). Yet, very often journalism studies has turned its gaze away from these actors and their
communicative agency.

For our purposes—theorising the role of spin as strategic political communication—we can
draw upon aspects of Habermas’s model, foregrounding interpersonal communication and those
actors who are the prime movers of “systematically distorted communication” (Habermas, 1996)
and allowing for questions of strategy and interest. However, before interrogating these dimen-
sions of political communication it is necessary to offer an interpretation of the public sphere
that proceeds from a broad framing of the concept to a more focused application of the theory
to questions of PR and actually existing democracy. Thus a recent (re)definition by Habermas
seems a useful point of departure:

The public sphere is a social phenomenon just as elementary as action, actor, association, or
collectivity, but it eludes the conventional sociological concepts of “social order” [...it] cannot
be conceived as an institution and certainly not as an organisation. It is not even a framework
of norms with differentiated competences and roles, membership regulations, and so on. Just as
little does it represent a system...the public sphere can best be described as a network for com-
municating information and points of view [...] the public sphere distinguishes itself through a
communicative structure that is related to a third feature of communicative action: it refers neither
to the functions nor to the contents of everyday communication but to the social space generated
in communicative action. (p. 360)

By attending to the importance of social spaces opened up through communicative activities
Habermas is correctly emphasizing the significance of the networks and interactions of political
actors. For Garnham (1992) a virtue of a Habermasian framing of the public sphere is the escape
offered from binary debates about state and/or market control over public discourse. Indeed, the
issues raised by Habermas and his critics are now pressing: “What new political institutions and
new public sphere might be necessary for the democratic control of a global economy and pol-
ity?” (pp. 361-362).

PROMOTIONAL CULTURE, SPIN AND SYSTEMATICALLY DISTORTED
COMMUNICATION

An integral characteristic of the idealised public sphere is its capacity to make the political pro-
cess open and transparent. Habermas (1989, p. 195) emphasizes the “democratic demand for
publicity” as fundamental to an accountable and democratic polity. Here the traditional watchdog
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role of the press as the fourth estate is clearly evident in the idealised model. The accessibility of
the arena of politics, and thereby its participatory potential, seen through the optic of critical pub-
licity, rests very much upon the communicative practices of those engaged in politics. How then
does Habermas conceive of PR as political communication? Initially public relations is under-
stood as a specialized subsystem of advertising, part of a wider “promotional culture” (Wernick,
1991), and it is noted that in class conscious society the “public presentation of private interests”
must take on political dimensions; thus “economic advertisement achieved an awareness of its
political character only in the practice of public relations” (Habermas 1989, p. 193).

The theory of the public sphere is clearly informed by an appreciation of the role of PR, par-
ticularly its early and persistent deployment by business interests. Habermas mentions pioneers
of PR on behalf of corporate America, and notes that “in the advanced countries of the West they
[PR practices] have come to dominate the public sphere [...] They have become a key phenom-
enon for the diagnosis of that realm” (p. 193). The notion that the public sphere is structured by
power and money, and the assertion that those in the developed west live in societies of ‘general-
ized public relations’ points to the role of corporations, states and interest groups systematically
distorting (public) communication to their own advantage. In essence this analysis chimes with
other critical historical accounts of the development of corporate political power.

Corporate PR seeks to disguise the sectional private interests of powerful actors. Thus, the
more PR (“the publicist self-presentations of privileged private interests”) is involved in public
affairs, the greater the likelihood of a collapse of rational-critical debate, undermined by “sophis-
ticated opinion-moulding services under the aegis of a sham public interest” (Habermas 1989,
p. 195). Such practices have profound consequences for democracy as “consent coincides with
good will evoked by publicity. Publicity once meant the exposure of political domination before
the use of public reason; publicity now adds up to the reactions of an uncommitted friendly dispo-
sition” (ibid.). So, for Habermas, PR is actually central to the refeudalisation (or, as we suggest,
neoliberalisation) of the public sphere. Political discourse is driven toward the lowest common
denominator:

Integration of mass entertainment with advertising, which in the form of public relations already
assumes a “political” character, subjects even the state to its code. Because private enterprises
evoke in their customers the idea that in their consumption decisions they act in their capacity as
citizens, the state has to “address” its citizens like consumers. As a result, public authority too
competes for publicity. (Habermas 1989, p. 195)

This line of analysis complements historical scholarship on the entrance of commercial in-
terests into the field of public policy (Carey, 1995; Cutlip, 1994; Ewen, 1996; Fones-Wolf, 1994;
Marchand, 1998; Mitchell, 1989, 1997; Raucher, 1968; Tedlow, 1979). It suggests that realising
liberal democratic theory in praxis is dependent on reforming governance so that systemati-
cally distorted communications cannot unduly influence the processes of deliberative democracy.
The kinds of concrete steps necessary to secure such conditions for policy making must, at the
minimum, be grounded in principles of openness and transparency. Journalism is integral to this
model—fulfilling a watchdog function, defending and articulating the public interest and acting
as a surrogate for disorganised publics. Critically, the example of lobbyists (a significant and
under-researched area for communication studies) is seen by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu as
problematic for the realization of participatory democracy:

The neoliberal vulgate, an economic and political orthodoxy so universally imposed and unani-
mously accepted that it seems beyond the reach of discussion and contestation, is not the product
of spontaneous generation. It is the result of prolonged and continual work by an immense intel-
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lectual workforce, concentrated and organised in what are effectively enterprises of production,
dissemination and intervention. (Bourdieu, 2003, p. 12)

Certainly, such interventions (or lobbies) are underpinned by “systems of information gath-
ering, assessment, and communication. The problem is to open up both the actions and the related
informational exchanges to processes of democratic accountability” (Garnham, 1992, p. 371).
Under the conditions of neoliberal, or corporate-led, globalization it is clear that this model
of the public sphere and political communication does not simply pertain to developed liberal
democracies. The promotional impulse, and promotional agents, increasingly operate around
the globe (Mattelart, 1991; Miller & Dinan, 2003; Taylor, 2001). There is now a well developed
field of political communication studies examining the role of PR in election campaigning. But
scholars and critics are beginning to turn their attention to the role of spin in routine corporate
communications and governance.

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION, MEDIA STUDIES, AND SOURCE STRATEGIES

There has been a perceptible shift in media and journalism scholarship towards studying the
activities and intentions of sources in seeking to shape perceptions and political agendas. Much
of this work has been influenced, explicitly or implicitly, by theories of the public sphere in aca-
demic discourse.

On account of its anarchic structure, the general public sphere is, on the one hand, more vulner-
able to the repression and exclusionary effects of unequally distributed social power...and sys-
tematically distorted communication than are the institutionalised public spheres of parliamentary
bodies. On the other hand, it has the advantage of a medium of unrestricted communication.
(Habermas 1996, pp. 307-308)

On such a reading deliberative politics is shaped by the political economy of the mass me-
dia, processes of institutionalized will formation (‘strong’ publics), and the informal opinion
formation of the ‘wild” public sphere. This provides a point of intersection between dialogic
approaches to political communication, and those informed by theories of capitalism and ideol-
ogy. The former are favoured by advocates for PR who want us to see public communication as
somehow free from material resources and interests; the latter is a necessary corrective to this.
Taking each in turn let us examine writing on public relations, much of which adopts a Haber-
masian framework, and—in our view — somewhat perversely produces a normative justification
for the increasing use of PR in public communication.

Grunig and Hunt’s model of excellence in public relations (1984; see also Grunig, 1992) has
become an obligatory point of reference for many studies of contemporary public relations. The
model is particularly favoured by authors concerned with the professionalization and legitima-
tion of PR. The Grunig and Hunt schema recommends a two-way symmetrical dialogue between
organizations and their stakeholders. This model borrows from the Habermasian ideal speech
situation, where notions of power and interests are evacuated to make way for consensus seek-
ing and truth. The model identifies four different forms of PR. The most basic is “press agentry”
which is essentially promotional media work; a more developed type of PR is “public informa-
tion” which uses one way communication to promote messages; a more sophisticated model
is two-way asymmetrical PR which allows feedback from audiences, using market research or
public opinion polling, which of course can be used to refine messages and /or more effectively
manipulate audiences. Finally there is the exalted two-way symmetrical model, which through
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dialogue is alleged to help “create mutual understanding between an organization and the pub-
lic.” This approach “is considered both the most ethical and most effective public relations model
in current practice” (Grunig, 1996, pp. 464-465).

According to the dominant paradigms in communications studies, organizations must man-
age their relations with other actors and publics. It is recommended that two-way symmetrical
communication between organizations and their publics, mediated by professional communica-
tors, is the best form of communicative agency (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Grunig, 1992). Such com-
munication is characterised by openness, mutual trust and responsiveness. However, this theory
is in effect an ideal type that has been used as an apologia or legitimation for the (mal)practice
of public relations. It conspicuously avoids questions of strategy and interests in the political
communication process, beyond the vacuous assertions that communication in itself is a posi-
tive virtue and that liberal democracy is based on the right to communicate, petition and make
representations to governance actors. As many commentators have noted “organizations and their
stakeholders may well be partners in two way communication, but rarely will they be equals in
terms of power” (Coombs & Holladay, 2006, p. 37). Thus, one of the most influential models of
PR in effect has little explanatory power. The model further suggests historical progression from
bad to good.

Research and scholarship on public relations is a rather niche specialism across the social
sciences and business disciplines. Within media and communication studies PR is usually located
as a sub-category of work undertaken on production. In the business schools PR is but one, junior,
element of the wider marketing mix. In many ways public relations research is still marked by
its origins: “public relations grew out of a highly practical context and subsequently developed a
theoretical apparatus to support the analysis and legitimation of its professional activity” (Cheney
& Christensen, 2001, p. 167). Thus, there is a strong emphasis in the PR literature on issues
of technique, efficacy, strategy and professionalization. Professional anxiety is manifest in the
literature around the twin concerns of the status of PR vis-a-vis advertising and marketing (and
securing a rightful seat on the corporate board as strategic counsel) and the dubious status of PR
in society at large.

Research on PR technique, strategies and efficacy is often undertaken in terms of organiza-
tional goals and management objectives. In this line of work there has been considerable interest
in questions of inter-cultural communication and how PR fosters relationships and facilitates
communication in a globalised context. One strand of work in this area examines the interplay
between the global communication strategies of transnational corporations and the local cultures
where the publics, or audiences, for these communication programmes are located. Another ap-
proach to understanding contemporary corporate PR examines the aspects of globalisation from
above and below. The former focuses on the role of PR in securing “license to operate” for busi-
ness and promoting neoliberal governance (Beder, 2006), whereas the latter critically examines
the role of corporate PR in managing debates about social responsibility and supply chain prac-
tices (Knight & Greenberg, 2002). What is striking about much of the contemporary research on
PR is the fact that media-relations are but one aspect of corporate communication. This means
that our understanding of PR must refocus from questions of media coverage and representation
to source strategies and communicative power beyond the media.

Research into relations between sources and the media has moved away from the “media-
centrism” (Schlesinger, 1990) of studies focused only on the view from media workers. Source-
media studies examine the role of sources and their communications strategies aimed at the
media and general public. Research examining contested media discourses, where official and
oppositional (or institutional and non-institutional) actors struggle over policy debate in the mass
media, is now well established. Recent reflections on this field of inquiry include Deacon (2003)
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and Davis (2002, 2003, 2007), both