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Articles 
All papers in the Articles section are peer reviewed and 
discuss the latest research in journalism and journalism 
education. These are intended to inform, educate and 
spark debate and discussion. Please join in this debate by 
going to www.journalism-education.org to have your say 
and find out what others think.

Computational Journalism in the UK 
newsroom: hybrids or specialists?
Liz Hannaford, Manchester Metropolitain University

Abstract: 
As new forms of multimedia, data-driven storytelling are 
produced by news organisations around the world, pro-
gramming skills are increasingly required in newsrooms 
to conduct data analysis and create interactive tools and 
news apps. This has prompted some universities to com-
bine journalism courses with computer skills and there is 
much hype about the emergence of hybrid programmer-
journalists, journo-coders, journo-devs who are equally 
proficient writing code and copy.   To date, most of the 
academic research into computational journalism in 
the newsroom has been restricted to the United States 
where studies suggest a model whereby the roles of jour-
nalist and programmer are merged. There is, therefore, 
a need to identify the extent to which this organisational 

model is replicated in newsrooms in other parts of the 
world. This paper is an exploratory study into two news 
organisations in the UK – the BBC and the Financial Times 
– to investigate the extent to which journalism skills and 
programming skills are being combined and the different 
professional identities being created. This study finds 
that the journalists and programmers are considered as 
two distinct professions and the idea of a hybrid role is re-
jected by the newsroom staff interviewed. A new model 
is identified in the newsroom whereby teams consisting 
of journalists, programmers and designers work closely 
together on interactive, data-driven projects. These find-
ings are valuable to journalism educators in that they 
identify the technical skills and attitudes required by jour-
nalists working on innovative storytelling formats.

Introduction:

As journalism loses its traditional dependency on the medium of paper and becomes 
a digital enterprise (Hamilton & Turner, 2009; Jacobson, 2012, p. 5; Steensen, 2011), 
computational techniques have led to major new developments in the field of jour-
nalism and journalistic expression (Cohen, Hamilton, & Turner, 2011; Flew, 2012, 
Spurgeon, Daniel, & Swift, 2012; Jacobson, 2012; Lewis & Usher, 2014). 

Journalism’s digital era is no longer just about finding efficiencies to replicate traditional models 
of newsgathering and storytelling – PCs to replace typewriters, for example (Flew et al. 2012) The 
new digital era is about using computer technology to extract, analyse and visualise data (Gray, 
Chambers, & Bounegru, 2012; Nygren & Appelgren, 2013) or using programming skills to build 
news applications such as maps, interactive multimedia stories, tools to explore data (Jacobson, 
2012; McAdams, 2014; Royal, 2010); or even creating online news games enabling the audience 
to play, for example, at being the protagonist in a news story in order to better understand a com-
plex organisation (Bogost, Ferrari, & Schweizer, 2010).

Usually the term “computational journalism” is used to encompass this range of techniques and 
developments (Cohen et al., 2011; Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014; Lewis & Usher, 2014). But what is 
less clear is who should be doing the computational journalism in the newsroom and what should 
we call those carrying it out. Is a new generation of programmer-journalists emerging? Do all 
journalists need to acquire programming skills? These are important questions that directly affect 
all those who are involved in journalism education. Do our students need to ditch shorthand and 
learn to code instead?! 

There is much excited talk in the United States of the rise of the journo-coder, programmer-
journalist, hacker-journalist, journo-programmer - the terminology is undecided (Pilhofer, 2010). 
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Indeed, ‘Why all your students must be programmers’ was the provocative title of one of the 
liveliest panel discussions at the August 2013 Conference for the Association for Education in 
Journalism and Mass Communication in Washington, D.C. On Twitter, it was dubbed the #AEJM-
CBattleRoyale (Hernandez, 2013).

Already, some institutions are combining journalism and computer science programmes (Cohen 
et al., 2011). Notable amongst these is the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism 
(together with the Tow Center for Digital Journalism) which offers a dual degree in Journalism 
and Computer Science the stated goal of which “is for its graduates to help redefine journalism in 
a fast-changing digital media environment.” (Columbia Journalism School, 2014). 

Here in the UK, some of the top journalism schools have also introduced computing into their 
courses. Most recently, the University of Cardiff launched a Masters in Computational Journalism 
in 2014 which aims to “enable students to acquire specialist knowledge of journalism and com-
puter science.” (Cardiff School of Journalism, 2014)

However, there is frustration that the “should journalists learn to code?” debate has become 
meaningless (Veltman, 2013) because of a failure to define what “coding” actually means in a 
journalistic context. For some, it can only ever mean expertise in programming languages such as 
JavaScript, Python etc. For other, it seems to mean little more than advanced computer literacy. 
Very little research has explored the extent to which journalists in newsrooms are actually using 
programming skills, if at all. Some research has been carried out in American newsrooms, notably 
by Cindy Royal (2010) at the New York Times, and more recent research has been conducted 
in Norwegian newsrooms by Joakim Karlsen and Eirik Stavelin (2014). But none has yet been 
carried out in a British context although British news organisations have been very dynamic in 
innovating in this area of journalistic activity (Gray et al., 2012). It seems that as universities in-
creasingly offer their journalism students courses that include some level of computational skills, 
it would be useful to explore and analyse what actually happens in newsrooms and there is room 
for more study in this area (Anderson, 2012).

This paper is a small-scale exploratory study which investigates computational journalism in the 
specialist units of two newsrooms in the UK, namely the BBC and Financial Times. It addresses 
the following research questions:-

Q1 – Does the hybrid journo-coder/programmer-journalist model exist in UK newsrooms? If not, 
what alternative model is being implemented?

Q2 – What technical skills are required of journalists working in the field of computational jour-
nalism and how are these acquired?

Definitions

As mentioned above, definitions and terminology in this field are still disputed and undetermined 
(Gynnild, 2013). Much of the literature concerned with computational journalism seeks to locate 
it in a historical context with a natural, evolutionary development. The consensus is that compu-
tational journalism has its roots in the “precision journalism” described by Philip Meyer in his 
1973 book of that name. Indeed, in the latest edition of the book, Meyer reveals that Newsweek 
had described him as a “computer reporter” five years before his book was published (Meyer, 
2002). Meyer’s emphasis, however, is primarily on the application of social science methods to 
journalism and therefore is associated strongly with investigative journalism. Mainframe comput-
ers were the tool which enabled him to store and analyse scientifically the huge amounts of data 
he collected. This is usually referred to as Computer-Assisted Reporting (CAR) and its history has 
been well-documented (Flew et al., 2012; Parasie & Dagiral, 2012). 

The more contemporary practice, data journalism, has evolved from CAR but Bounegru (in Gray 
et al., 2012) argues there is debate as to the extent to which the two have diverted. Unlike CAR, 
Data Journalism is not solely concerned with investigative journalism but can be used to find or 

enhance a wide range of stories (Gray et al., 2012; Mair & Keeble, 2014). Bounegru concludes 
that data journalism is best seen as an evolution of the CAR tradition but the emphasis on the word 
“data” is significant in that it recognises a new era of journalism epitomised by the volume of data 
freely available to all (Bounegru in Gray et al., 2012)

Others have described the way in which CAR has evolved into Computational Journalism by 
utilising Web 2.0 technology which allows for new forms of journalistic storytelling such as mul-
timedia, interactive features as well as journalistic investigation (Flew et al., 2012; Hamilton & 
Turner, 2009; McAdams, 2014). The significant implication here is that whereas CAR (and data 
journalism) was largely carried out by people who solely identified as journalists, computational 
journalism brings technologists and journalists together to develop new tools and interactive sto-
rytelling techniques (Flew et al., 2012; Lewis & Usher, 2014). Sometimes the end product will 
not be a traditional story, but a tool that allows the audience to use the data to answer questions of 
personal interest (Parasie & Dagiral, 2012). 

Meanwhile, Gynnild (2013) draws attention to the difficulty of defining this evolving field and 
points out that the terminology is not keeping up with the speed of innovation and change. Her list 
of the new terminology that has emerged in the 21st century is indicative of the problem of trying 
to find meaningful and widely-accepted definitions:-

“data journalism, data-driven journalism, computational journalism, journalism as program-
ming, programming as journalism, open-source movement, and news applications.”  (Gynnild, 
2013, p. 5)

Gynnild herself suggests the term Computer Exploration in Journalism (CEJ) to describe an ap-
proach of  “journalistic co-creation” using algorithms, data and social science methods in report-
ing and storytelling (Gynnild, 2013). However, this term has not been adopted more widely. 

The term “computational journalism” seems the most useful in that it is broad enough to embrace 
the full range of activities discussed above.

Literature Review

Since the computerisation of newsrooms, technology issues have become a major area of fo-
cus for newsroom studies (Boczkowski, 2004). This has given rise to two conflicting theoretical 
frameworks. The first stresses a determinist approach, as emphasised by Pavlik (2000), who as-
serted that “Journalism has always been shaped by technology” (Pavlik, 2000, p.229). A similar 
technological determinism is suggested by McNair (1998) who writes that “the form and content 
of journalism is crucially determined by the available technology of newsgathering, production 
and dissemination” (McNair, 1998, p.125). Bardoel and Deuze (2001) are more cautious claiming 
that, whilst there is a strong deterministic component, technology itself is not the sole determining 
factor in changes to journalism (Bardoel & Deuze, 2001)

The second, contrasting approach is to reject the idea of technological determinism as an un-
helpfully simplistic way of explaining changes to newsroom practice (Cottle & Ashton, 1999; 
Örnebring, 2010). Instead, more recent academic research has adopted a sociological framework 
(Boczkowski, 2004; Schudson, 2005). Michael Schudson’s “Sociology of News production,” first 
published in 1989 but revised several times since then, has been influential in focusing attention 
on the newsroom as a complex sociological construct, the dynamics of which affect the way in 
which technological developments are adopted (Schudson, 1989, 2005). This has influenced much 
of the subsequent research work on computational journalism in newsrooms. Anderson (2013) 
applies Schudson’s four classic perspectives on the sociology of news – political, economic, or-
ganisational and cultural - to computational journalism, adding two more of his own – techno-
logical and institutional (Anderson, 2013). He notes the need for further research into “the social 
organization of news-work” (Schudson, 2005) in order to understand the “ground-level newsroom 
dynamics” of computational journalism and explore potential differences between ethnographies 
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of digital newsrooms over a period of time (Anderson, 2013, p.1014).

One of the most comprehensive empirical studies of how new technologies are adopted in news-
rooms is Boczkowski’s (2004) research into three online newsrooms in the United States (Bocz-
kowski, 2004). In strongly rejecting the determinist approach, the author focuses on the process 
of adoption, arguing  that newsrooms’ appropriation of new multimedia and interactive technolo-
gies is related to variations in organisational structures, work practices, and representations of 
the end-user (Boczkowski, 2004). Following in this tradition of rejecting determinism, Weiss 
and Domingo (2010) propose that networks and hierarchies in the newsroom influence innova-
tion and they use Actor Network Theory and the meta-theoretical approach of Communities of 
Practice (Wenger, 1998) to explain the relationship between journalists and technology (Weiss 
& Domingo, 2010). In particular, the Communities of Practice approach is used to explain how 
knowledge is gained and shared within the social environment of the newsroom as new technolo-
gies are learnt and adopted.

These socio-organisational approaches would seem to offer rich opportunities for exploring the 
variations in the way computational journalism is incorporated into newsrooms and the deline-
ation/description of job roles. They also offer opportunities for comparisons to be made across 
national boundaries and between news organisations of different sizes (Fink & Anderson, 2014). 

A parallel strand of scholarly work has sought to position computational journalism in the field of 
journalistic practices as a whole. Much of the initial research in this regard has been conspicuous 
in its optimism, claiming that the multi-disciplinary approach of computational journalism could 
ultimately lower the costs of watchdog reporting making it easier to hold governments to account 
(Cohen et al., 2011; Hamilton & Turner, 2009). Similarly, Flew et al (2012) claim that computa-
tional journalism increases opportunities for producing quality news at high speed and reduced 
cost, adding “real value to journalistic knowledge production” (Flew et al., 2012, p.168). 

However, a criticism of these analyses is that they have been overly-optimistic, based mainly 
on speculative future-gazing. They tend to rely on analysis of the journalistic output produced 
by computational journalism without questioning how computational techniques might challenge 
the philosophical orientation of newswork or the social organisation of the newsroom (Anderson, 
2013; Lewis & Usher, 2013). 

Powers (2012) addresses some of these problems by investigating how journalists themselves 
discuss new technologies in news production. He suggests that journalists discuss changes in the 
technology of news production in three distinct ways:- 

•	 part of a continuum of evolving journalistic practice
•	 threats to be subordinated 
•	 the basis for journalistic reinvention (Powers, 2012). 
Whilst the study is limited in its use of published articles rather than interviews with working 

journalists whose views might be less extreme, it does raise the important issue of the epistemo-
logical challenges that data-driven, computational practices can present in traditional newsrooms, 
a point overlooked by some of the optimists discussed above. 

Although there has been academic interest in computational journalism for some years, there 
have been very few empirical studies of journalists and programmers working in newsrooms in 
this field. The earliest example of such a study is Cindy Royal’s 2010 case study of the interactive 
news technology department at the New York Times (Royal, 2010). Drawing on a social meaning 
of news framework, Royal conducted an ethnographic observation of the department combining 
physical observation with lengthy interviews with key protagonists. Her research found that the 
technologists she interviewed identified their work as journalistic with a strong editorial element 
- “as fluent in journalism as they were in coding” (Royal, 2010, p.3)  - suggesting the idea of a hy-
brid job-role combining both skill sets. Royal found that the culture of the department was rooted 
in the open-source, hacker culture which strongly influenced the newswork produced. Most of 
the interviewees described themselves as essentially self-taught enthusiasts who felt that media 
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education should therefore inspire students to become problem-solvers rather than simply teach-
ing them to code (Royal, 2010). Whilst this research provides a very important starting point for 
further empirical studies, a drawback of this approach is its focus solely on the New York Times 
newsroom as a means for developing general theories. There are reasons to suspect that the NYT 
department at this time was atypical being under the strong leadership of the highly influential 
pioneer in computational journalism, Aron Pilhofer. There is a need, therefore, to see how Royal’s 
findings compare with other newsrooms in different contexts.

Parasie and Dagiral (2012) focus their study on the city of Chicago, looking specifically at what 
they term “programmer-journalists” (Parasie & Dagiral, 2012). They use a combination of qualita-
tive research interviews and quantitative news content analysis to examine the impact of bringing 
programmers into the newsroom to work on data-driven news projects. This study is significant in 
that it suggests that bringing programmers into newsrooms challenges the epistemologies of jour-
nalism because the methods and background of these “programmer-journalists” rest in the hacker 
culture which differs acutely from traditional CAR journalists’. Although the study is limited, as 
acknowledged by the authors, in being focused just on Chicago, their findings confirm the fears 
expressed by many journalists in Matthew Powers’ study discussed above (Powers, 2012). Spe-
cifically, Parasie and Dagiral conclude that programmers place great emphasis on granularity of 
data rather than statistical analysis and storytelling as practiced by traditional journalists. 

A major limitation of the research discussed so far is that it focuses almost exclusively on the 
United States. Whilst this is understandable in that much of the innovation in this field has taken 
place in the States, it is a weakness if we want to understand the processes whereby computational 
journalism has been adopted in newsrooms and derive hypotheses.  An attempt at a broader ap-
proach is made by Weber and Rall (2013) who interviewed experts - a mixture of journalists, 
designers and developers - involved in the production of data-driven interactive news products 
in eight media companies - five in Germany, two in Switzerland and one in the USA (the New 
York Times again) (Weber & Rall, 2013). They noted a stark contrast between the European and 
American examples. In Germany and Switzerland, there was a clear definition of separate roles for 
journalist and programmer/designer. The journalist was responsible for the research and content of 
the news product with the programmer and designer responsible for the visual/interactive element. 
At the New York Times, in contrast, the programmers considered themselves to be journalists and 
were also involved in research and content, as found by Royal (2010). The authors hypothesise, 
therefore, that the key “success factor” in computational journalism is for each team member to 
think and act like a journalist (Weber & Rall, 2013, p.170). This “holistic approach,” they claim, is 
what makes the New York Times a role model in this field. However, the authors’ hypothesis rests 
on an assumption that the New York Times does indeed represent best practice and a role model 
without explaining how this is the case. In such a small study, it seems simplistic to make such a 
strong claim.                                                                                                                                                                                                     

 Using the Aristotelian concept of techne to frame and analyse their findings, Karlsen and Stave-
lin conducted a relatively small study into computational journalism in Norwegian newsrooms 
(Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014). The authors use the term “journalist-programmers” to describe those 
working in computational journalism in Norway who combine journalistic skills with program-
ming skills (Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014, p.37). Elsewhere in the study the authors discuss journal-
ists and developers working in teams so it is unclear how many of the nine people interviewed for 
this study were indeed self-described hybrid journalist-programmers or what level of skill they 
had in programming. It is therefore difficult to draw direct comparisons with other studies. How-
ever, the study does claim to support Royal’s (2010) findings that all those interviewed who were 
working in computational journalism saw themselves first and foremost as journalists. 

This review so far has examined the literature concerning computational journalism in the spe-
cific social organisation of the newsroom. But beyond the newsroom, there is growing scholarly 
interest in new forms of digital media and production which exist at the periphery of what might 
still be called journalism and it is useful to include a brief analysis of this “emerging techno-
journalistic space” (Ananny & Crawford, 2015, p. 192) because of its implications for the future 
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development of computational journalism and, thus, for journalism education. These studies have 
explored the extent to which journalism and technology can merge into what some see as a hybrid 
culture whereby journalism is defined as an ideology rather than a distinct profession (Deuze, 
2005). Here, the idea of hybrid journalist-programmers seems well accepted, an inevitable evolu-
tion even as news is reinvented for the internet age,

“working in a space between technology design and journalism, influenced by both but not 
entirely beholden to either as they create systems that gather, sort, rank, and circulate news” 
(Ananny & Crawford, 2015, p. 204)

This intersection of journalism and technology is further explored by Lewis and Usher (2014) 
in their two year qualitative study of the global Hacks/Hackers organisation – an informal, grass-
roots network of journalists (“hacks”) and technologists (“hackers”) whose stated aim is to ex-
plore the future of news and information (Hacks and Hackers, 2010). The authors use the concept 
of “trading zones theory” (Galison, 1997, cited in Lewis & Usher, 2014) to argue that informal 
relationship-building is an important part of the process of bringing journalism and technology 
together, leading to the emergence of a shared language between distinct professional groups 
(Lewis & Usher, 2014). However, the study found that most Hacks/Hackers chapters lacked the 
institutional support identified in the trading zone concept and this led to frequent misunderstand-
ings and differences of priorities between the journalists and technologists. That there is an urgent 
need for journalists to learn the language of technology and for journalism schools to address this 
is a recurrent theme in the recent literature (Doherty, 2012; Jacobson, 2012; Royal, 2010; Weber 
& Rall, 2013). 

This review of the literature highlights the need for more empirical research into newsroom 
practice in the UK context – a gap which this paper attempts to address. In particular, the roles and 
skills of journalists and programmers need to be defined in order to facilitate comparisons across 
national boundaries in future studies.

Method

A case study approach was used to establish organisational structure at the BBC’s Visual Jour-
nalism unit and the Financial Times’ Interactive News team. Both of these teams are primarily 
producing data-driven, multimedia, interactive features. Interviews with the leaders of these teams 
enabled the researcher to study the role of journalists and developers working on these news prod-
ucts. The production process was examined as was the relationship between these specialist teams 
and the rest of the newsroom. These news organisations were chosen because of their innovative 
development of data-driven, interactive stories on their websites and because they enable the 
study to explore different newsroom settings; the BBC is a public service broadcaster whereas the 
Financial Times is a commercially owned daily newspaper. Both the BBC and Financial Times 
have global audiences. 

Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with journalists and developers working in 
these specialist teams to gather qualitative data from those working on computational journalism 
in the newsroom. The interviews were conducted between July 2013 and May 2014. In order to 
develop the semi-structured interviews, an initial face-to-face group discussion with key members 
of the BBC Visual Journalism Unit, including the team leader, Andrew Leimdorfer, was set up 
to establish themes to be further explored in the interview stage. This was followed by a simi-
lar telephone discussion with Martin Stabe, who was leading the Financial Times’ team. Semi-
structured telephone interviews were then conducted and recorded with journalists, developers 
and team leaders at both the BBC and Financial Times. This yielded 10 interviews in all which 
lasted between 30 minutes and 45 minutes each. The sample is small because the population size 
of the teams themselves is small. However, it was found saturation had been reached even with 
this small number of interviewees and no additional data was emerging to develop the various 
categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 61; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 188). The interviews were 

transcribed and coded according to categories related to the research questions. Two categories 
then emerged as the most significant:-

•	 Skills and skills acquisition
•	 Attitude to work role
“Skills” is an important category because it helps us reach an evidence-based definition of what 

“coding” might mean in a journalistic skill-set and thus helps transform the “should all journalists 
learn code?” debate into something more meaningful and helpful for journalism educators. Simi-
larly, it is important to study how those currently working in computational journalism acquired 
- and continue to acquire - their skills since this could be used to inform the design of new courses 
for multimedia storytelling.

The “attitude to work role” category is key to this study in that it enables a deeper understanding of how 
journalists and developers view their professions in the newsroom context. Specifically, the interviewees 
were asked about their attitudes towards the idea of a hybrid journo-coder/programmer-journalist. 

Finally, listings of jobs, traineeships and internships advertised on the Gorkana website (http://www.gork-
anajobs.co.uk/jobs/journalist/), the specialist media recruitment agency, were gathered from 18th June 2014 
– 8th January 2015. Only those based in the UK were used in this study. Duplicate job adverts were removed 
from this selection as were jobs which were specifically in sales. This resulted in 1166 unique listings. The 
job descriptions were then filtered to search for “interactive,” multimedia” and “data” roles. This filter pro-
duced only a small number of results and so was expanded to include other key words, namely “digital”, 
“content”, “web”. These results were then analysed further and those which specified some level 
of coding skills in the job requirements were noted. 

It is recognised that Gorkana is not the only journalism job listing site and it is not claimed, 
therefore, that this selection represents every journalism job advertised in the UK. However, it was 
chosen because of its comprehensiveness.

Analysis and Results

Analysis of advertised journalism jobs 
Analysis of the Gorkana journalism job adverts provided quantitative data about the value placed 

on coding skills in UK newsrooms. Of the 1166 unique listings (N=1166) collected in the time-
frame of the study as described above, 24 jobs (2.1%) specifically mentioned some level of coding 
in the skills required for the job. A further 4 jobs (including one advert for a graduate programme) 
required data analysis skills. Thus 2.4% of total jobs in the study timeframe specifically mentioned 
some form of computational skills.

Of the 24 jobs with a coding requirement, 6 were newsroom designer roles and these all required 
a good level of proficiency in HTML/CSS. The remaining jobs covered a broad range of journal-
istic roles which have been categorised as follows:-

Digital Content – 13
Social Media – 3
Data Journalism – 1
Interactive Journalism - 1
Of the non-designer roles, only the Interactive Journalism role specified “expertise” in HTML/

CSS and JavaScript. The Data Journalist role required Python, JavaScript and MySQL. All the 
other journalistic roles (16) specifically mentioned some level of HTML and of those, 5 also men-
tioned CSS. The level of skill required in these roles was generally described as “basic” or “an 
understanding of” rather than proficiency and was always in the context of working in a Content 
Management System rather than front-end coding. It is therefore clear that few recruiters spe-
cifically require journalists who can code. However, this may not be because it is an undesirable 
skillset. Rather it could be that recruiters do not expect to find many potential candidates with this 

http://www.gorkanajobs.co.uk/jobs/journalist/
http://www.gorkanajobs.co.uk/jobs/journalist/
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skillset and are therefore reluctant to include it in a list of criteria. 

Organisational Model – the Team Approach
A clear organisational model emerged from the case studies and is visualised in Figure 1. In 

contrast to much of the literature based on US examples, the hybrid, programmer-journalist model 
(Parasie & Dagiral, 2012; Royal, 2010; Weber & Rall, 2013) is strongly rejected in the news 
organisations studied in the UK and instead a team approach is adopted whereby journalists, pro-
grammers and designers work closely together to produce multimedia, interactive news products. 
Martin Stabe argues that truly hybrid journo-coders or programmer-journalists do not currently 
exist in the UK.

“We’ve decided at the FT that the only way to bring those skills into the newsroom is to create 
a team that has people who come from both those backgrounds, plus designers. You really need 
a numerate journalist, a developer who can work on deadlines, and a designer who understands 
technology. If you have those three people working together, you have a journalist-coder.” (Mar-
tine Stabe, Financial Times, 2013)

Significantly, he points out that the developers in this triangular team remain members of the IT 
rather than the editorial department so their career path in mainstream web development is not 
broken. 

This team model is replicated at the BBC where Andrew Leimdorfer agrees that hybrid journo-
coders are not necessary, preferring instead to bring together highly talented specialists. It is inter-
esting to note that this is similar to the model Weber and Rall observed in their German and Swiss 
examples (Weber & Rall, 2013).

In this model, the journalist is responsible for sourcing the data and carrying out the initial 
analysis in order to find the news story to be pursued and then contextualising it. Indeed, the story 
remains central to the whole team’s approach. Leimdorfer believes that simply mapping data and 
presenting it to the reader in a granular form does not constitute “journalism.” This would seem to 
reject the concept of “journalism as programming” (Gynnild, 2013, p. 9) and differs significantly 
from the model described by Parasie and Dagiral in Chicago where “programmer-journalists” 
were primarily focused on giving readers tools to access the granular data rather than storytelling, 
thus challenging the epistemology of the journalism itself, according to the authors (Parasie & 
Dagiral, 2012). In the BBC and Financial Times model, the news product is driven and managed 
primarily by the journalist and there is no epistemological dilemma because storytelling remains 
central to the project.

“The journalist won’t ever leave the process. This is the thing. They’ll be on it right up to the 
final day. Quite often, once it’s been designed, they might be suggesting tweaks, discussing things 
around finer points of UX to make sure they get the user experience they want for their storytell-
ing.” (Leimdorfer, BBC, 2013)

Within this model, the developer may at times be heavily involved in the journalistic process. For 
example, finding the editorial interest in census data may require highly specialist data-analysing 
skills so the journalist will work closely with a developer to combine the data in different ways 
until the news story is found. Furthermore, the developer does not simply “take orders” from 
the journalist but is able to suggest ways in which data can be visualised or stories explored 
by the audience, for example, whilst remaining a feasible project within the technical and time 
constraints. This close, on-going collaboration throughout a project distinguishes the BBC and 
Financial Times model from the model identified by Weber and Rall (2013) in Germany and Swit-
zerland where the authors found journalists effectively passing on the journalistic content to the 
developers in a more linear workflow rather than the continuous triangle identified in this study. 

Although this team approach rejects the need for hybrid journo-coders/programmer-journalists, 
this model works only if the journalists on the team have the appropriate skills to at least under-
stand what is technically possible….

“…who can write just enough code to understand what the developers are doing, who can do 

good data management and the data sourcing aspect of the interactive, investigative project.” 
(Stabe, FT, 2013)

The developer on the team is regarded as a precious and limited resource so the more data-
analysis work the journalist is able to do on their own to find the story, the more likely they are to 
be successful when pitching for developer time to build a multimedia, interactive news package.
Figure 1:

As visualized in Figure 1, the journalist on the team is also the point of contact with the wider 
newsroom and often ideas for data-driven stories and interactive formats come from subject-spe-
cialists outside of the team. At the BBC, this goes even further with the journalist also responsible 
for ensuring the interactive news packages and apps produced by the team are integrated into the 
whole news output with, for example, text-based online articles and on-air features for radio and 
television audiences.

Skills and Skill Acquisition
The interviewees were asked to list their key technical skills and these have been categorised in 

Table 1.
The table demonstrates a clear distinction between the skillsets with none of the journalists in-

terviewed claiming programming as a skill. Instead, the journalists said their skills were in data 
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analysis, primarily Excel spreadsheets which were universally mentioned as the pre-requisite skill 
for working in this field of journalism. One journalist mentioned a basic knowledge of the statis-
tical programme, R. Tools for mapping and visualising data were valued by journalists because 
they enabled them to further analyse the data. However, the journalists did not build the maps and 
visualisations that would be seen by the end-user of the website. These were built by the developer 
and designer on the team.
Table 1:

Developers Journalists
Front End (User Interface) HTML/CSS

JavaScript
Back End (support systems eg   

database management)
Python

PHP
Ruby
SQL
UNIX

Data-analysis/presentation Excel 
MPS
SPSS
GIS mapping soft-

ware
GIS mapping software

R R
Tableau

Although Table 1 shows the answers given by interviewees when asked to list their key technical 
skills, further questioning did reveal a more nuanced picture. The journalists refused to describe 
themselves as having programming or coding skills or a need to acquire them but they did admit to 
some “basic” knowledge. Certainly Martin Stabe believes more and more journalists have enough 
knowledge to be able to write simple programming scripts in Python, Ruby or PHP to scrape data 
from a website and store it on a spreadsheet, for example.

“From a full time developer point of view, these are fairly trivial, simple tasks they wouldn’t 
mention on their CV. If you asked a top-notch developer what their skill set is, they probably 
wouldn’t mention they could write complex Excel functions or that they can manage a database 
on SQL or write a really simple scraper in Python. For a journalist those are exceptional skills and 
definitely accessible skills and skills that an increasing number of journalists have.” (Stabe, FT, 
2013)

This clearly demonstrates the need to define clearly what is meant when discussing whether 
journalists should learn to code because there is a broad spectrum of skill. Journalists working in 
specialist teams at the BBC and FT do not consider their level of skill to be sufficiently high to 
merit the term “coding” because it is so far down the spectrum compared with the experienced 
developers they work alongside who are able to produce software. However, the journalists have 
enough knowledge of some programming languages to enable them to carry out, for example, 
important data-gathering tasks such as web scraping. 

It was interesting to note that only two of the developers interviewed had a Computer Science 
higher education background. The other developers – like the journalists – came from a humani-
ties/arts background but had developed a strong interest in programming which they had pursued 
informally. This replicates Royal’s findings at the New York Times where few of the technologists 

interviewed had a purely Computer Science background and had instead acquired their program-
ming skills through informal self-directed learning (Royal, 2010).

All respondents agreed that learning new skills and pushing the boundaries of their knowledge 
was a major part of their job and took up to 25% of their work time each week. 

“Every year there’s a different way of doing things, producing graphic or interactive, so you have 
to constantly look at what you know about how to do your job.” (Journalist)

“You learn by always coding at the edge of your understanding….It’s about constantly throwing 
yourself into a slightly uncomfortable situation then learning your way out of it.” (Developer)

“I don’t think you can do this role without the attitude and willingness to learn new skills all the 
time and I think the point at which you stop learning is probably the point you’re not at the top of 
your game any more.” (Journalist)

This learning is distinctive in that it is informal, self-directed and highly reliant on online re-
sources and knowledge-sharing. Formal courses did not play a significant role. Learning from 
colleagues in the newsroom was cited as a major source of information and skill-sharing was a 
distinctive aspect of the teams at the BBC and Financial Times.

“Basically, it’s asking people around you. It saves time. If you try to literally teach yourself, 
that’s very time-consuming. People are often very willing to help.” (Journalist)

“I’ve learnt so much from fellow colleagues – how to build code that is robust and can scale 
without breaking.” (Developer)

Other sources of learning came from informal meet-ups such as HacksHackers and the online 
community such as NICAR and the Centre for Investigative Journalism. Developers also spend 
time analysing the code underlying their competitors’ interactives and news apps (the New York 
Times’ was mentioned specifically) in order to learn. Journalists found it particularly helpful to 
use the internet to seek out other journalists working in the field rather than trying to learn from 
official software training guides, for example, which tended not to be geared towards journalistic 
use.

This culture of “perpetual reinvention” (Powers, 2012, p. 37) - constantly pushing boundaries, 
updating skills, learning from a community of fellow practitioners - owes more to the hacker cul-
ture (Lewis & Usher, 2013) with its emphasis on innovation, tinkering and collaboration than the 
traditional newsroom culture and has been observed in other studies of computational journalism 
in the newsroom (Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014; Royal, 2010). Indeed, Gynnild (2013) argues that 
developing this “innovation-oriented mindset” is more important for ensuring journalism’s future 
impact on society than adaptation of technology itself (Gynnild, 2013, p. 15/16). 

Attitude to work role

As explained earlier, interviewees were asked about their attitudes to their work role, specifically 
their attitude towards the idea of hybrid journo-coders/programmer-journalists. 

Only one of the interviewees – a developer - described himself as a “journo-coder” or any of the 
other hybrid job descriptions.

“I’d like to think that any developer that works on any journalism team is a journalist.” (Devel-
oper)

This interviewee believed that any work which involved building something to tell a story for an 
audience was “journalism” which is similar to the attitudes found in studies based in the United 
States (Royal, 2010; Weber & Rall, 2013) where programmers in newsrooms tend to see their 
work as journalistic.

However, this response was in stark contrast to all other responses from this study where inter-
viewees identified strongly as either developers or journalists and were, indeed, sceptical about 
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the possibility of combining both skillsets in one person in any meaningful way. Typical state-
ments include:-

“I’ve never met a journalist who is particularly adept at coding in my fairly limited pool.” (De-
veloper)

“I just say I’m a journalist who specialises in maps and charts.” (Journalist)
“I don’t think a person can straddle both. To make an interactive requires so many different areas 

of knowledge, you need years of experience just doing that. And journalism is a whole other area 
of expertise so you’d be lacking in focus on one side.” (Developer)

“I think it’s great that we have crossover in our world - a bit like a Venn diagram - but I think I’m 
never going to be at the level that (a developer) is at and I think my time is better spent doing the 
more journalistic part of the work” (Journalist)

“I’m an expert in my field, the journalist is an expert in their field and together we get things 
done. There’s a huge amount I don’t need to know - law, editorial guidelines, style - I just don’t 
get that involved in that kind of thing.” (Developer)

The programmers interviewed did not feel competent finding news stories or writing copy and 
relied on the journalists for this aspect of the projects. However, all programmers did say they 
had acquired some understanding of the journalistic process – the need for a news angle, hitting 
deadlines, understanding the audience – which they felt distinguished them from programmers 
working in the IT department. 

Thus, given this strong belief in clearly-defined, specialist roles, collaboration becomes a key 
component of the attitude to work where members of the teams are, in the words of one inter-
viewee, constantly “bouncing bits of knowledge off each other.” This requires an understanding 
of each other’s sphere of expertise leading to what Andrew Leimdorfer at the BBC has described 
elsewhere as “tech-savvy journalists and news-savvy technologists” (Leimdorfer, cited in Her-
rman, 2011). The interviewees describe learning each other’s “language” in order to collaborate 
successfully thus enabling two separate groups of professionals (journalists and developers) to 
combine ideas and innovate. This intersection of professional disciplines in a shared space with 
common goals is consistent with the trading zone concept which Lewis and Usher (2014) used to 
investigate the Hacks/Hackers global network. The authors found that simply putting technolo-
gists and journalists in the same room did not lead to mutual understanding and productive col-
laboration because of the clear “barriers” between each profession’s understanding of the other 
(Lewis & Usher, 2014). However, the institutional setting of a newsroom with clear leadership 
and carefully selected team members seems to overcome these obstacles and results quite readily 
in cross-disciplinary innovation.

Conclusion:

A socio-organisational approach has been found to be a useful framework for investigating the 
field of computational journalism in UK newsrooms allowing an exploration of emergent themes 
and suggestions for further research. Boczkowski’s theory that organisational structures, work 
practices and in particular representations of the user shape the adoption of multimedia and inter-
active tools in newsroom (Boczkowski, 2004) seems well-founded. Significantly, teams at both 
the BBC and the Financial Times perceive their audience as wanting to personalise, share, explore 
and play with news/information on a variety of devices and this drives the constant search for new 
ways of presenting stories and the skills and technology to achieve this.

However, no evidence was found to support the idea that currently journalists in the newsroom 
need to learn to “code.” Similarly, it found that in all but one case, developers working in the UK 
newsrooms investigated strongly rejected the idea that they were “journalists” in contrast to the 
findings in research conducted in the States (Parasie & Dagiral, 2012; Royal, 2010; Weber & Rall, 
2013). Rather than seeing this unwillingness to think of themselves as journalists as a “weakness” 

(Weber & Rall, 2013), this study argues that the triangular team model identified at the BBC and 
Financial Times ensures the emphasis is always on the journalistic story rather than the granular 
data. 

This contrasts with the programmer-journalist, open-source, hacker tradition observed in other 
studies (Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014; Parasie & Dagiral, 2012; Royal, 2010; Weber & Rall, 2013). 

Clearly, caution is needed when drawing generalisations from the findings of such a small-scale 
study. However, this research does suggest that there is a distinction between the American and 
European models of computer journalism in the newsroom. Further ethnographic studies are now 
needed in a variety of newsroom settings across national boundaries in order to verify this and, 
indeed, investigate any alternative models. Similarly, the evolution of these newsroom models 
needs to be studied to investigate significant changes to job roles and skillsets over time perhaps 
influenced by developments outside the newsroom where the intersection of journalism and tech-
nology is developing rapidly (Ananny & Crawford, 2014).

The analysis of Gorkana journalism job adverts supports the evidence from the case study in-
terviews in that expertise in coding languages was rarely required. Journalism job adverts which 
require coding knowledge are still the exception – just 2% of the total analysed – and there is no 
evidence to suggest that UK newsrooms are seeking hybrid journo-coders. But it seems employers 
see value in journalists having some basic understanding of HTML – the language of the Web – in 
that it helps them perform their core tasks such as creating digital content in a Content Manage-
ment System. However, it should be noted that the journalists interviewed for this study all ar-
rived in their specialist roles via an internal route having developed particular interests in data and 
multimedia rather than through an external recruitment process. In addition, recently a number of 
major news organisations in the UK have offered journalism trainee schemes which specifically 
mention coding and data analysis skills in the list of criteria suggesting that news organisations 
may be increasingly confident of finding graduates with this skill set and nurturing it in their 
newsrooms – for example, the Guardian’s 2013 Digital Trainee scheme, Reuters Journalism Pro-
gramme (Thomson Reuters 2014), the Financial Times’ 2015 scheme (Financial Times, 2014), the 
Telegraph Media Group’s Editorial Graduate Programme 2015 (Telegraph Media Group, 2014).

Finally, this study has established the importance of defining what is meant when we discuss 
“coding” in the context of journalism and journalism education. The “tech-savvy” journalists 
interviewed in this study were not “programmers” or “coders” in the sense of building software 
and applications. But they were sufficiently skilled in this area to be able to collect and analyse 
data and to have meaningful discussions with developers about creating the User Experience 
demanded by the story. If we do not define “coding” clearly we risk alienating both the program-
ming community and many highly-skilled journalists. We also risk failing to advance education 
programmes for the next generation of journalists if we do not have a clear understanding of how 
journalists operate in the newsroom setting. 

Although a few universities in the UK are already offering post graduate courses in compu-
tational, data-driven and interactive journalism, it seems unlikely that forcing highly technical 
modules on all our journalism students would result in a generation of enthusiastic computational 
journalists. However, there is a strong case for all journalism students to be at least introduced to 
the field of computational journalism early on since many will not have even contemplated the 
role data and coding are now playing in the newsroom. Universities should also consider the way 
journalism courses are marketed to perhaps attract more students who are numerate and already 
interested in technology. 

Moreover, this study does suggest a need to create journalism graduates who are problem-solv-
ers, curious and able to learn new skills independently using online information and the networks 
of practitioners that now exist – learning behaviours that were practiced by all those interviewed 
for this study. One approach might be to adapt the Hacks/Hackers model to bring together the 
social worlds of journalism and technology students within a university setting to foster greater 
understanding and collaboration (Lewis & Usher, 2014). Further research should also explore the 
significance of Communities of Practice in sharing and developing knowledge of computational 
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journalism (Weiss & Domingo, 2010) since online communities and networks within the news-
room were repeatedly mentioned by interviewees as key methods of learning. 
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Abstract

In November 2012, 300 students came together in The 
Media School at Bournemouth University in the UK to 
report the US Presidential Election, Over the course of 
10 days, students published 176 articles on a rolling news 
website, garnering more than 20,000 hits. On election 
night itself, students produced 10 hours of live coverage 
on both TV and Radio, airing 30 pre-recorded video pack-
ages and 35 pre-recorded radio packages. This extra-
curricular, experiential learning project, demanded con-
stant contact and communication. Facebook was chosen 
as the main method of communication throughout the 
six-week project. This paper explores the successes and 
failures of using a social network site to manage such a 
large project. 

Introduction: Opening New Channels, Moving Towards a Net-
work

Traditionally, communication between lecturers and students has happened in the 
classroom in front of a white board, or during a one-on-one tutorial. But with tech-
nological advances and the creation of social media, communication is no longer con-
strained by space and time; now communication can occur in a digital sphere where 
the boundaries are skewed and time is endless (Papacharissi, 2002).

 With this, however, comes both a positive and negative impact. As will be seen here, by using 
social media, or more specifically, the social networking site (SNS), Facebook, learning can be 
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enhanced outside the classroom, communication can be opened between students and lecturers, 
and students can peer support and learn from each other in an environment where they are already 
living much of their lives (Madge et al, 2009). On the negative side, when lecturers foray into the 
world of Facebook and use it as an instructional tool, some students perceive this to be a blurring 
of roles and also a mixing of the educational and social, while others still, enjoy the access they 
get to their lecturers (which can be an expectation of 24/7), and the ease with which material can 
be shared and thus used in the learning process (Mazer et al, 2007). 

Facebook came onto the educational scene in early 2004 at Harvard University when then-stu-
dent Mark Zuckerberg created the online tool to allow students with a university e-mail address ‘to 
look at each other’s photos, flirt, network and interact’ (Boyd & Ellison, 2008: 218). Soon after, 
Facebook was open to all university students across the United States. By late 2005, however, 
Facebook went global. With more than a billion monthly active users as of December 2014 and 
82% of them outside the United States and Canada, Facebook is a diverse community that engages 
at all levels of education and all areas of society (http://newsroom.fb.com/Key-Facts, retrieved, 
April 8th, 2015). 

In the UK, a recent study by Mori (2007) suggests that more than 95% of British undergraduate 
students are regularly using SNS. Hargittai (2007) agreed, pointing out that Facebook is a popular 
online destination for young people, as it acts as ‘both an important social domain and a powerful 
communication tool’ (Madge et al, 2009: 142). Thus Facebook was chosen as the key communica-
tion tool for US2012, a special project in The Faculty of Media and Communication at Bourne-
mouth University, where students came together to report the US Presidential Election, live, on 
Radio, Television and Online on November 6th, 2012. Having a digital tool where lecturers and 
students could communicate in a generally fast and easy manner became of utmost importance 
during this project. Having a place to hold documents, plan meetings, post text and video links 
and explain the political process as the project progressed was crucial. Thus, Facebook became a 
vital tool in communicating without crossing professional boundary lines. It is hoped that the case 
study, shared here, will allow media educators to review and share further experiences of using 
experiential learning in journalism education.   

Navigating the Network: From Personal to Professional

Historically, like many Humanities subjects, journalism has been taught via lectures, seminars 
and workshops (Meadows, 1997). Over the last decade, however, lecturers in The Faculty of 
Media and Communication at Bournemouth University have taken that model and consistently 
challenged it. Multi-media journalism, which consists of teaching newspaper and magazine jour-
nalism (print), TV and Radio journalism (broadcast) and Online journalism (print and broadcast 
together) was introduced to the school in 1992. Groundbreaking at the time, the degree sought 
to set itself apart from universities that were not adapting to the changing needs of British and 
international newsrooms. It became apparent in the mid-late 2000s, however, with the creation of 
MySpace, Facebook, and Twitter, that the field of journalism, and would-be-journalists would be 
impacted yet again—there were new reporting skills to learn, and platforms for sharing informa-
tion were changing. The Faculty decided to introduce converged news days in 2008. On a con-
verged news day, students report for multiple platforms, including TV, Radio and Online. Students 
take on leadership roles, as would be expected in a newsroom, and they work to their news bulletin 
deadlines. This gives students some experience of what it is like in a functioning newsroom, but 
due to time and staff constraints, these news days do not happen as frequently as staff would like: 
‘The challenge for journalism faculties is to consistently engage students in new ways of learning 
and to offer them opportunities to become highly skilled journalists who are ready to enter the 
converged media workplace’ (Lamb et al, 2010: 93). 

There is a need in the journalism curriculum at Bournemouth University for more hands-on ex-
periential learning. While lecturers can teach the basics of writing structure, editing and design, it 
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is not until students experience journalism for themselves that they understand the high-pressured, 
high-stakes environment in which they will be working. Kolb (1984) explains that in experiential 
learning theory, ‘ideas are not fixed and immutable elements of thought but are formed and re-
formed through experience. Learning is described as a process whereby concepts are derived from 
and continuously modified by experience’ (1984: 26). Brandon (2002) explains that in journalism 
education, experiential learning is a process during which ‘a person experiences an event, acquires 
competencies and then compares the knowledge gained with knowledge gained in similar situa-
tions’ (2002: 62). To further the journalism curriculum at Bournemouth University, staff recog-
nized a need for a real-world, intensive project in which skills in print, broadcast and online would 
be tested. It was also recognized that a project such as this could potentially enhance communica-
tion skills amongst students, build up confidence and self-esteem, while also exposing students to 
a live, unfolding media event that was being reported around the world. Thus, US2012 was born. 

The project recruited 300 students, representing 1.7% of BU’s total student population and 11% 
of media students. These students, all of whom volunteered to work on the project, came from 
13 different degree programmes, five of which were postgraduate degrees. There were no grades 
attached to the project and no extra academic credit was given. Students studying on the BA in 
Multi-Media Journalism were allowed, however, to submit their work on US2012 for their Na-
tional Council for the Training of Journalists portfolio, which is evidence of three years work at 
the end of their degree. 

Throughout the duration of US2012, two staff members took responsibility for the project, with 
24 staff providing support in the lead up to election night and on the night itself. There were 10 
days of online rolling news coverage that started October 29th 2012 and ended November 7th. 
In that time, students published 176 articles, about 17 a day. Throughout the 10 days, there were 
20,761 hits on the website, with 9,094 (44%) of these coming on election night alone.

On election night itself, students produced 10 hours of live coverage on both TV and Radio, 
airing 30 pre-recorded video packages and 35 pre-recorded radio packages. Students interviewed 
50 guests live in the studios on the night as well. Online, production continued as the previous 10 
days, but the students also created a live blogging team for the duration of the coverage. Following 
the conclusion of the project, students created a 20-page US2012 Election Magazine special, with 
highlights from the project. Following the conclusion of US2012, the project was awarded Best 
Live Programme and was runner-up for Best Factual Programming and Best Male Presenter at the 
British National Student Television Awards in 2013. 

While teaching students about the history of US politics, providing extra workshops on TV and 
Radio editing, and teaching them how live reporting events work was important, what was indi-
cated early on in the summer months, before the students were even approached, (how were they 
approached and selected?) was the lack of infrastructure within the university in which to commu-
nicate with the students who needed those extra tutorials. The university had mailing lists for vari-
ous academic cohorts, but there was no way, short of creating a project database, to communicate 
with specific students who were completing specific tasks related to the project. With some earlier 
success of communicating with students via Facebook regarding changes to class timetables and 
promoting various events occurring in the department, it was decided to try this social networking 
tool as a way of managing the project.

Navigating the Network: Tags, Likes and Updates

The US2012 project was organized to make the experience as real as possible. Therefore, how 
the leadership hierarchy was created mimicked that of a professional converged newsroom, such 
as the BBC. The two lecturers that oversaw the project were established as ‘Executive Producers’. 
For pedagogical and legal reasons, staff had to maintain control and responsibility of the project, 
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but under lecturers were student leaders1: Editor-in-Chief, Deputy Editor, Hub Editor, Online 
Editor, TV Editor, Radio Editor and Social Media Editor. (How were these chosen?)Once students 
were aware of the hierarchical structure, the EIC took responsibility for creating the open online 
Facebook group, to which all 300 students were encouraged to join. Unfortunately, at any given 
time, there only seemed to be about 200-275 students who were in the group, thus this proved 
to be an issue in terms of communication, which at times thwarted the project. What needs to be 
remembered in terms of this project is that all students volunteered to work on it from start to 
finish. Students were recruited during induction week when they returned for the academic year 
in September, and were also encouraged to attend larger informational meetings held across the 
Faculty. Students and staff alike volunteered their time, with no compensation, monetarily or on 
timetables, so requiring anyone to do anything at any given time was always based on goodwill 
and engagement and commitment to the project. 

The project had a loose structure which articulated how lecturers thought it could or should 
work, but ultimately, this is an example of a project that grew organically, with both students and 
lecturers alike, learning from each other and about each other as the project progressed. The func-
tionality and usage of the US2012 Facebook Group, ultimately fell into four categories: usage by 
lecturers and their changing roles; administration/management of the project and how students 
communicated with each other; how students learned about the US political system and engaged 
in the political process and lastly, post US2012, what happened next? 

Lecturers and their changing roles
For young people, Facebook has its own codes, and is governed by certain values, ‘such as es-

tablishing and negotiating identity, building relationships, staying connected, brevity, conciseness 
and immediacy’ (Reid, 2011: 59). These values make students feel comfortable in this digital envi-
ronment, as they see it as their domain. With such a captive audience, it stands to reason then that 
educators might venture into this unknown world and use it as a tool for enhancing learning out-
side the classroom. Mason (2006) suggests that Facebook is a good tool to encourage reflection, 
give peer feedback and encourage collaborative learning. Selwyn (2007) added that its informality 
encourages interaction between students. The little research that is available on whether students 
want their lecturers to move into the digital sphere is patchy at best. Madge et al (2009) explain:

In our research, a clear picture emerged whereby first year undergraduate students, generally 
thought the use of Facebook was most importantly for social purposes, secondarily for informal 
learning processes (ie. For student-to-student interactions about academic work-related matters), 
but definitely not for formal teaching purposes (ie. Between staff and student and involving for-
mal assessment)  (Madge et al, 2009: 148) 

Mazer et al (2007) had similar findings: ‘It appears there are a range of opinions regarding tu-
tors using Facebook, but generally students were not overly keen on the idea’ (2007:13). Yet these 
pieces of research differ to more recent studies, which are more positive (list them). As is the 
nature of technological change, perhaps ideas about what is acceptable on Facebook in terms of 
student-lecturer interaction is also changing.

At the beginning of the US2012 project, the two lecturers who oversaw the project provided 
significant guidance and input into the project, which ranged from choosing editors, booking 
rooms for meetings, and outlining how the project would work, arguably all appropriate tasks 
for educators who are trying to engage students in an experiential learning project. However, as 
the project progressed, lecturers became facilitators and guides, steering students in the direction 
1	  The editor-in-chief had ultimate responsibility for the coverage, and managing students so they could meet the expectations set for 
the project; the deputy editor assisted the EIC. There were five main groups into which the journalism was divided, with each section 
headed by an editor that would report back to the EIC and DE as and when needed. The Hub editor was responsible for several sub 
teams on the night, which included Results and Newswire, Picture Desk, Interviews, Live Text and Ticker, Graphics, US Bureau and 
On Air Reporters. On election night, all information flowed from the Hub to the other groups. The Online Editor was responsible for 
the US2012 Website and its daily operation. The TV editor oversaw the creation of the 30 video packages, and organized the TV teams 
on the night. The Radio editor oversaw the creation of the 35 radio packages and organized the Radio teams on the night. The Social 
Media Editor was responsible for maintaining the project’s social media feeds, as well as monitoring social media on election night.
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that they needed to go, but allowing the students to make their own decisions, fail and succeed, 
and steer the project. Lecturers also facilitated learning by providing extra lectures on US Politics 
two evenings a week, and by bringing in journalists as guest lecturers so students could hear from 
professionals who were covering the election at the time. Additionally, on Facebook, lecturers 
started discussions based on links posted on the page (See Figures 1 & 2), and continuously asked 
students to think about the journalistic decisions they were making and why they were making 
those decisions. Reid (2011) determined that students respond well to the power shift that hap-
pens on Facebook when tutors make themselves available, communicate with them and engage in 
‘solidarity-building interaction’ (2011: 64). It also indicates a desire on the lecturer’s part to learn 
and engage with a world they might not otherwise inhabit (Roblyer et al, 2010; Arnold and Paulus, 
2010). Yang et al (2011) concur, stating that student satisfaction with student-faculty communica-
tion outside the classroom increased when virtual office hours were available via Facebook.

The US2012 project was an intense six-week experiential project, and thus lecturers were always 
available for support when students felt overwhelmed or panicked over the immensity of the pro-
ject. In a sense, through daily communication on the Facebook page (sometimes multiple times 
a day), lecturers became peers. This is quite similar to what is seen in a professional newsroom, 
when editors throw off their titles and ‘get stuck in’ when breaking news is happening. While the 
professional peer role allowed for much more joviality amongst the US2012 participants, and a 
sense of camaraderie between staff and students, there was still a boundary of professional dis-
tance where students respected and responded to lecturers when demands were made. Yet, despite 
these more recent positive studies, not many educators are embracing Facebook as a pedagogical 
tool. Researchers argue this is because lecturers are not open to the idea of using Facebook as a 
teaching tool and fear the perception that Facebook is merely a tool for socializing and not learn-
ing (Daniels and Billingsley, 2014).	

Administration/Management of the Project and Communication amongst 
Students

Ultimately, US2012 was a student-led project, with supportive guidance from lecturers. The Fa-
cebook page proved a crucial tool in the administration and management of this project. First and 
foremost, students were able to motivate, encourage and scold each other in ways that their lectur-
ers could not. In Roblyer et al’s (2010) research, they found that students are ‘much more open to 
the idea of using Facebook instructionally’ than their lecturers (138). Burnett and Merchant (2011) 
reinforced this idea:

Clearly, the potential for social media to support new or extended forms of participation and 
collaboration that could promote learning is attractive to those who embrace student-centered 
ideologies, and those who believe that traditional structures of knowledge and power are loosen-
ing   (2011: 41). 

Students motivated each other with pictures of sad-looking animals when they felt disappointed 
in each other, and funny videos when they needed pick-me-ups. The students held each other ac-
countable (see Figure 3), using Facebook as the tool to do this. As classroom space was limited 
for this extracurricular project, students cautioned each other about being disruptive in classrooms 
where other classes were taking place; they also warned each other not to ‘skip’ or ‘miss’ classes 
when some of them started doing this, and the lecturers overseeing the project got in trouble. This 
is evidence of the peer relationship established between lecturers and students working on the 
project. 

Overwhelmingly, however, it was how Facebook was used to manage their professional duties 
as journalists that was encouraging. They made use of the file-sharing tool on Facebook to create 
lists (see Figure 4), update practices and make announcements to the entire cohort working on the 
project. They created sub-groups on Facebook to break into smaller teams to manage their plans 
for working on election night (see Figure 5). They used the main group’s wall to announce meet-
ings and important updates as and when they were happening. They also used the wall to shout 
for help when students forgot their shifts, or forgot to submit stories for the website (see Figure 
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Figure 3

6). The Facebook group was used as a public relations platform from which they publicized their 
own coverage. They discussed their PR plans (see Figure 7), they suggested what they should be 
publicizing and the best way to attract an audience for their night of coverage. Without Facebook, 
it appeared communication amongst students and staff would have been sorely lacking. 

Learning about the US Political System and Engaging with Politics
David Buckingham, a media academic who writes about new technology and the impact and 

influence it has on young people, has explored the notion that new technology, such as Face-
book, helps to support new kinds of participation, whether it be learning or in the form of civic 
engagement (2003). Min (2007) suggests that online deliberation can increase a person’s issue 
knowledge, political efficacy and willingness to participate in politics. While these discussions are 
helpful at a macro level, when it comes to working with students on a social networking site, it is 
best to engage on a micro scale. 

It became clear early on in the US2012 process that few students had knowledge of the US politi-
cal system. Consequently, staff members—those who worked as journalists in the United States, 
and those who researched the US political system—became quite important in providing a sup-
plementary lecture programme two evenings a week that students were required to attend. Surpris-
ingly, students engaged fully in these lectures, and carried their discussions over to the US2012 
Facebook group. Students began reading newspapers and magazines from around the world, and 
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engaging with TV and Radio journalism in ways that their lecturers had not seen before. Students 
appeared to become inspired;  they discussed articles they had read with each other (See Figure 
8), supporting each other and helping each other when there were questions (See Figure 9); they 
also queried whether they should be covering similar topics themselves (See Figure 10). What 
should also be noted here is that lecturers were able to engage with students who otherwise rarely 
contribute in classes. Reid (2011) discovered that a closed Facebook group in her teaching was 
immensely helpful for engagement: ‘People who don’t normally say anything in class often came 
online to say something. Many students who are more reticent in the face-to-face context of the 
tutorial class participate actively on the closed-group Facebook wall’ (Reid, 2011: 67). Lecturers 
engaged in some of these online discussions started by students, (see Figure 11), challenging them 
to think about the topics in more analytical ways Thus, here was another way that lecturers were 
able to teach, encourage and inspire students to learn. 

Post US2012: What Happened Next?

As mentioned earlier, covering US2012 was an exercise in taking the student-lecturer relationship 
beyond the typical hierarchical structure of the lecturer in charge, and the student as submissive. 
Light et al (2009), discuss how ‘teaching is not simply regarded as aiding students’ accumulation 
of knowledge presented to them, but rather the process of facilitating students’ construction of 

Figure 4



Page 30	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 31

Articles

Figure 5

Figure 6

Articles

Figure 7

knowledge for herself. The teacher will help the student develop and change his own conceptions 
of the subject and in many ways himself as a person’ (2009: 30). This project showed how the re-
lationship with students, based on using Facebook as the method for predominant communication, 
morphed the student-lecturer relationship into more of a professional peer relationship, but stu-
dents themselves grew as journalists and individuals. Women’s and Gender Studies pedagogists 
have argued that through the process of experiential learning, ‘students gain new perspectives on 
themselves and their potential, which can lead to greater confidence in their ability to participate 
fully in the world of work and other spheres’ (Malkin and Stake, 2004; Hoffman and Stake, 1998; 
Stake and Hoffman, 2001). 

This learning carried over post-US2012 and back into the classroom. Post-US2012, a bond 
was created between lecturers and students, where after spending so much time together in the 
six weeks leading up to the project, it was difficult at first to disentangle. Educational theorists 
(Bullough 1994; Chickering and Reisser, 1993 and Klein, 1991) argue that changes in a student’s 
engagement ‘take place more effectively in an atmosphere of mutual trust and collaboration be-
tween teacher and student’ (Malkin and Stake, 2004: 456). This was clearly seen Post-US2012, 
where Facebook proved to be a crucial tool in continuing new and previously established relation-
ships (See Figures 12-14). Banter continued on the Facebook page amongst students and staff 
alike until about mid-December, 2012. Even now, despite finishing nearly 2.5 years ago, students 
still go onto the Facebook page to discuss projects they are working on and to discuss world events 
and how they would cover them, and those who have graduated report back about the ‘real world’ 
of journalism and how the project has helped them. 
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Figure 8

Network Support: Control Alt Delete

The purpose of this paper has been to outline the arguments for using Facebook as a pedagogical 
tool, using the experiential project of US2012 as a case study. The project, as shown through the 
various snapshots from the US2012 Facebook group, was exciting, nerve wracking, stressful and 
fun all at the same time. However, the project was not without its problems and Facebook was 
not the most perfect of tools to use in terms of communication, but it continues to be a resource 
that staff in The Faculty of Media and Communication use quite frequently to communicate with 
students regarding extracurricular projects (since US2012, we have worked on India2014, and are 
currently planning UK2015). Students who participated in US2012 were asked for anecdotal feed-
back, as well as asked to complete a questionnaire with 26-open-ended questions. The feedback 
received will be presented here, but will also inform guidelines for lecturers who might undertake 
similar projects in the future.  

Feedback
Students and staff were asked to feed back their thoughts on the project in general. Overwhelm-

ingly, feedback on the project itself was positive. One male student commented: 

“It was by far the best thing I’ve done since being here and the biggest project the media school 
has ever seen! I am very grateful to you both that I got the chance to present and also for your 
advice along the way. It has been invaluable and I have never been more proud to say I was in-
volved in a project” 

Another male student talked about the impact the project had on his life: 

“I just wanted to say thanks for the opportunity to present the graphics for the live US2012 cov-
erage. It was stressful, yet fun and more exhilarating than I could have imagined. Essentially, the 
coverage has not only helped by giving me a taste of real election coverage, but gave me a greater 
inkling for the future of XXXX, so thank you.”

While a female student discussed the confidence the project instilled in her: 

“Thank you for believing in me and trusting me with presenting seven hours of the live cover-
age. It was an honour and undoubtedly the highlight of my three years at Bournemouth University. 
I will remember and cherish this experience far beyond my years at Bournemouth. I really en-

Figure 9
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joyed working with both of you and hope I’ll have the opportunity to work with you again before 
I leave next year” 

It was not only students who gushed about the project. Staff, too, were impacted by the immen-
sity of engagement:

“I’ve never seen the Media School operating at anywhere near this level of energy and com-
mitment. It was really inspiring and wouldn’t have happened without your incredibly hard work. 
Thanks for a great night and congratulations for a phenomenal success”

“Overall, I feel US2012 was a brilliant project combining both hands-on pedagogy and good 
fun. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that it’s been one of the highlights of my last 11 years at 
BU. The sheer amount of people and roles involved was staggering. Presenters were well briefed 
and very calm under extreme pressure. For me, the best thing was how students and staff from 
different parts of the Media School worked together on a collaborative project which showed how 
much we can achieve when we harness the talent, expertise and facilities that are available to us”

Yet, the project was not without its problems. One colleague noted that while the project cap-
tured the imagination of staff and students, the ‘cross department collaboration was only partially 
successful—the silos were connected, but they were still silos… only a limited number of staff 
became involved—Why?’ This was a critical point that was noted by the organizers of the project, 
also. The main hypothesis however, is that many staff members were cautious of the experiential 
nature of the teaching that was taking place, and that if it went wrong, there could have been a 
negative impact on other areas of teaching within the Faculty. Thankfully, however, this was not 
the case. While these issues are important to note to help inform future guidelines for running 
projects of this magnitude, it is Facebook that really needs to be discussed. 

Students were honest in their evaluation of the usage of Facebook during US2012. The feedback 
suggested that Facebook was a “great forum to communicate with everyone and for people to 
share interesting articles and websites with each other” and that it was “… extremely useful as a 
tool to cut bullshit. Everyone checks Facebook and Facebook knows what you’ve checked. People 
who might otherwise have slacked off stuff because ‘they didn’t know’ suddenly were without an 
excuse”. Students also described Facebook as ‘a lifeline’ and that it was “… an invaluable tool for 
interaction between the students and the team of lecturers working on the project; it allowed us to 
share ideas and information more efficiently than via email.”  Using the social networking site as 
a management tool was also praised: “The group was really helpful. I could locate all the files I 
needed because I knew they were all in one place. I used it all the time to get updates easily. The 
Facebook group definitely was a key aspect of communication.”

On the other hand, students were also quite honest about the failures of Facebook. The Editor-
in-Chief of the project who predominantly managed the group was thoughtful in his reflection: 

“[The use of Facebook during the project was] challenging. It has pluses and minuses. I’m not 
sure it’s the best way to coordinate more than 200 people. Sub groups worked to some extent, but 
I think we assumed because we put the information on Facebook that everyone would read it. That 
wasn’t the case, and that’s why confusion occurred.

“I think we relied too heavily on Facebook. I think we chose Facebook because we felt we’d get 
a quicker reaction from other students, but I can remember one final year BAMMJ pointing out 
that it was easy to miss notifications.”

Other students noted that the communication on Facebook always seemed quite ‘frantic’ and 
thus, “the page got very used and it was hard to read every post and many people who you needed 
to see your post didn’t.” Still others were frustrated by how the group was used during the project: 

“I felt that people ended up abusing the page to post funny videos they found on the Internet, 
rather than putting up the latest news that might have helped the news team.” The constant notifi-
cations didn’t go down well, either: “[I was] always bombarded by posts from the group, so didn’t 
check it much as was repetitive.”
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However, despite the critical comments, students collectively agreed that Facebook was crucial 
to the running of the project: “not only THE place for communication, but THE place to promote 
our work” and “ I think given the scale of the operation, communicating via social networks on a 
continual basis was efficient.”

Guidelines for Staff: 5 Steps to Using Facebook in Special Projects

Despite some of the negative comments, it is clear that Facebook was a success in terms of the 
US2012 project. If this mode of communication was to be used again, however, there are some 
guidelines that need to be followed: 

Lecturers should create a ‘work’ Facebook identity: Staff should create a ‘work’ identity for 
themselves, which is clearly labeled as a staff account, eg: Joe Bloggs, Josephine Bloggs. This 
indicates to students that there is a level of professionalism that needs to be followed, and that 
students will not get to engage with their lecturers in a typical ‘friend’ format. Lecturers need to 
decide what pictures to show of themselves, and how they will communicate with students on 
Facebook—is the tone formal, or informal? How much access will you give the students? In a 
project like US2012, access was given from about 6am until well past midnight most days, but 
the sheer magnitude of the project required this. Lecturers need to make this decision before they 
engage in their project. 

Make sure ALL students on the project are ‘enrolled’ on Facebook: For communication 
to succeed, all students working on your project, must have their own Facebook page, but also 
MUST be enrolled in the Facebook group you are using. If this is not done, there will be miscom-
munication, students who feel left out, and students who do not engage when you need them to. 
This should be made mandatory as part of participation in the project. 

Set ground rules and know what your Facebook group is for: Based on feedback from stu-
dents, this is an important element of working with Facebook. Students have to understand the 
boundaries of the Facebook group. Can unrelated video be posted? Can students talk randomly 
about various different issues? Looking back at US2012, these boundaries and ground rules were 
missing. Students needed to be instructed that they were to use the group ONLY for US2012-
related discussions. Miscellaneous conversations and videos should not have been allowed in 
the group. Additionally, it is here that students should also know how they can interact with their 
lecturers. Is it OK to joke with them and make fun of something their lecturer has done/said? In 
the case of US2012, this was allowed and encouraged to build camaraderie, however, lecturers 
carrying out future projects need to consider the boundaries and rules they wish to put in place to 
communicate with their students and vice-versa. 

Encourage other staff members to engage in your Facebook group: One of the things that 
was lacking in US2012 was the lack of other lecturer voices. For the most part, staff left the group 
to the two main lecturers in charge of the project. While this was fine, it would have been better 
from a pedagogical perspective to have students engage in analytical and critical discussions with 
other colleagues throughout the project. It would have strengthened the learning process, and it 
would have also removed some pressure from the lecturers overseeing the project. 

Carry classroom discussions onto Facebook: The beauty of Facebook is that the learning can 
continue 24/7, if you choose. Throughout the US2012 project, students engaged with their lectur-
ers on a daily basis producing stories, and planning for election night itself. Some of the best learn-
ing occurred when conversations that had happened in the classroom continued on Facebook, with 
students posting references to information learned earlier in the day and/or week. Students also 
had the opportunity to ponder information that they learned and then ask questions about different 
election processes on Facebook, which again enhanced the learning experience. 
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US2012 was the first project of its kind to be ever carried out in The Faculty of Media and Com-
munication at Bournemouth University. Overwhelmingly, the project was a success, and part of 
that success had to do with how communication was handled with the aid of Facebook. While 
there are positives and negatives to using Facebook as a communication tool, it is clear from the 
reflective evidence received from both students and staff in the Faculty, that overwhelmingly, 
Facebook was a tool that enhanced educational practice during this rather unique project. It is 
clear then that while communication between lecturers and students has traditionally happened in 
the classroom or during one-to-one tutorials, this does not need to be the case anymore. In fact, 
technological advances have enhanced how students and lecturers can communicate, which can 
only enhance the student learning experience. This case study about US2012 has shown that com-
munication and experiential learning around journalism can happen in a digital sphere. It has been 
presented here as a roadmap for journalism educators to review and mould for their own projects, 
so that we can collectively enhance and share best practice in journalism education. 
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Chasing the Accreditation Dream:  
Do Employers Value  
Accredited Journalism Courses 
Lily Canter, Sheffield Hallam University

Abstract 

A third of the UK’s 300 undergraduate and postgraduate 
journalism courses are accredited by at least one of the 
main accreditation bodies (NCTJ, BJTC, PPA) illustrating 
the marketing value universities place on such schemes 
in an increasingly competitive marketplace. Yet questions 
continue to be raised amongst academics and practition-
ers over the ongoing value and relevance of such accredi-
tation schemes in a diversifying industry that currently 
places great emphasis on digital skills. This exploratory 
research is the first independent study to date to exam-
ine the value of accreditation to employers via interviews 
with 14 editors representing all sectors of the industry. 
The findings depict a changing landscape where writing 
skills and digital skills are held in equal regard and work 
experience takes precedent over qualifications. It also 
reveals that accreditation is not a key factor in the em-
ployment of entry-level journalists.
KEYWORDS: accreditation; journalism; education; employment; digital skills; 
professionalisation 

Introduction 

Former Sun newspaper editor Kelvin MacKenzie publically decreed in 2011 that he 
would “shut all the journalism colleges down” and there was “no merit” in going to 
university if young people wanted to become a print journalist (MacKenzie, 2011).

 Instead he advocated getting a job on a local newspaper and learning from firsthand experience. 
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What MacKenzie failed to acknowledge was that the era of the singular print journalist is over 
as today trainees must be accomplished in print, online and broadcast skills. Furthermore, journal-
ism has become a graduate occupation and it is extremely difficult - although not impossible - to 
enter the industry without an undergraduate or postgraduate degree. Training no longer occurs 
systematically on the job as industry increasingly relies upon higher education to provide this 
service. Both of these factors have increased exponentially since MacKenzie made his remarks 
four years ago. Advice to aspiring journalists given by the Society of Editors (2014) makes it 
abundantly clear that the majority of new entrants to the occupation have degrees and an approved 
journalism qualification. Data from the Journalists at Work report (Spilsbury, 2013), for example, 
indicates that 82 per cent of people working as journalists have a degree or higher-level qualifica-
tion compared to 38 per cent of all employment in the UK, making journalism a highly qualified 
occupation. By way of contrast, in 1968 fewer than 10 per cent of UK journalists were graduates 
(Boyd-Barrett, 1970).

The progression from school leaver to graduate job has occurred at a relatively steady pace in 
the UK over the last 40 years, albeit at a slower rate than in America or parts of Western Europe.  
The first full-time postgraduate journalism course in the UK was established at Cardiff Univer-
sity - formerly University College Cardiff - in 1970 (Evans, 2014) and more institutions followed 
suit, with postgraduate programmes in journalism being offered at 27 British universities by 2006 
(Hanna and Sanders (2007). Initially the industry was sceptical of “out of touch” graduates, still 
preferring younger recruits trained at vocational further education courses (Hanna and Sanders, 
2007, p405). But this scepticism gradually subsided as the conversion of polytechnics to universi-
ties in 1992 saw competitive expansion in higher education and the emergence of single honour 
journalism undergraduate degrees. Between 1996 and 2005 the number of applicants applying for 
undergraduate or Higher National Diploma journalism programmes rose by 61 per cent (Hanna 
and Sanders, 2007) and according to the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service there are 
currently around 100 single and joint undergraduate degree courses involving journalism and 
200 postgraduate (UCAS, 2015). Yet the leading accreditation body, the National Council for the 
Training of Journalists (NCTJ), initially resisted the expansion of journalism training into higher 
education. It feared such degrees would create an over-supply of journalism recruits to the market 
(Hanna and Sanders, 2007). Resistance eventually shifted to co-operation, however, and today 
the NCTJ accredits around 40 undergraduate and postgraduate courses, including BA Journalism, 
BA Broadcast Journalism, MA Magazine Journalism and MA Sports Journalism together with ap-
proximately 30 further education and fast track courses (NCTJa, 2015). These courses account for 
13 per cent of all journalism Bachelor and Masters degrees.

Founded in 1951, in response to criticisms levelled at the ethics and training of journalists in the 
Royal Commission on the Press, the NCTJ is the oldest and most dominant accreditation body in 
the UK. Now operating as a charity, the NCTJ is regulated by The Office of Qualifications and 
Examinations Regulation and sets examinations for its Diploma and National Qualification in 
Journalism. In 2013 nearly two thirds of journalists held a journalism qualification, with the most 
common qualification being the NCTJ, which accounted for 73 per cent of all journalism qualifi-
cations (Spilsbury, 2013). In other words, just under half of all working journalists had an NCTJ 
qualification. Initially funded by industry and strongly supported by the National Union of Jour-
nalists (NUJ), the NCTJ controlled journalism training from the 1950s to the mid 1980s, setting 
caps on the number of training places in relation to vacancies in the regional press (Cole, 1998). 
But during the late 1980s and 1990s many newspaper groups withdrew from the NCTJ to set up 
their own training schemes or to transfer to the National Vocational Qualifications, which attracted 
public funding (NCTJb, 2015). Meanwhile higher education institutions encroached further into 
journalism education and “the whole area became a melting pot” (Cole, 1998, p6). During this 
period the Broadcast Journalism Training Council (BJTC) gained traction having previously oper-
ated as an advisory council for the training of radio journalists. In 1980 the BJTC became a formal 
partnership between universities and UK broadcasters such as BBC, ITV, ITN, Associated Press, 
Sky News, Channel 4 News and Reuters to accredit training schemes and maintain professional 



Page 42	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 43

Articles

standards. Although it also holds charity status, in contrast to the NCTJ the BJTC does impose 
a single prescriptive syllabus on training providers and has no involvement in examinations but 
instead “encourages institutions to set examinations and assessment regimes which reflect current 
best practice and industry requirements” (BJTC, 2015). It currently accredits more than 50 higher 
education courses, 17 per cent of the 300 listed by UCAS.

Meanwhile the Professional Publishers Association (PPA), which evolved out of the historic 
Society of Weekly Newspapers and Periodical Proprietors, dating back to 1913, began accrediting 
higher education courses in 2011 (PPA, 2011). It currently accredits almost 20 undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses, representing seven per cent of all journalism higher education courses. The 
organisation, which represents 220 companies, ranging from consumer and customer magazines 
to business-to-business data and information providers is a forum and membership scheme for the 
magazine publishing industry.

Whilst it is possible for a course to be accredited by all three bodies, most institutions choose the 
scheme that suits their specialism, whether it be print, broadcast or magazine journalism (Frost, 
2012). In such a busy and expansive marketplace, accreditation is an attractive ‘added value’ for 
journalism degree applicants. As such, it is viewed by universities as a valuable marketing tool. 
Currently a third of higher education journalism courses are accredited by at least one of the three 
bodies. The same value is also placed upon accreditation in university business schools where  
“those who are accredited see it as a valuable distinguishing mark for high quality provision and 
one which enhances demand and the fees that may be charged” (Locke, 1999, p75). However 
there is no evidence in the UK to support the assumed applicant perception that accredited de-
grees are ‘superior’ to unaccredited degrees. Furthermore there is a significant lack of independent 
research into whether employers themselves value graduates from accredited courses over those 
from non-accredited courses. The emphasis on employability is a growing factor in UK universi-
ties with graduate employment rates featuring in league tables (The Guardian, 2015; The Com-
plete University Guide, 2015) and the employability agenda creating a climate of “education for 
employment’s sake” (Sarson, 2013). But enhancing employability within journalism is dependent 
upon students being prepared with the relevant skills and expertise. With the growth of interest in 
digital and broadcast media, higher education institutions are faced with the question of whether 
or not accreditation schemes are relevant to employability and career progression and if indeed 
there is any correlation between accreditation and graduate employment rates. Some journalism 
scholars and educators (Heseltine, 2010; McNair, 2010) argue that student employability is no 
longer dependent on accreditation in an era of rapid globalisation and digitalisation and these 
bodies are no longer providing the necessary skills that industry requires. This research project 
therefore seeks to address this unchartered field of inquiry via an exploratory study to identify the 
value of accreditation schemes to employers and the factors higher education journalism providers 
should assess when considering accreditation. 

Value of accreditation

There is limited literature, globally, on any aspect of accreditation in higher education aside from 
a handful of papers on public relations (Sha, 2011), business (Locke, 1999) and general accredita-
tion in American higher education institutions (Hall, 2012). Such studies tend to support the view 
that accreditation plays a significant role in maintaining professional quality and attracting stu-
dents to courses. An extensive search uncovered only one piece of research relating to journalism, 
however, which reported on a longitudinal analysis over three decades of the value of accredited 
and non-accredited journalism and mass communication programmes in the United States (Sea-
mon, 2010). The study found “no evidence” that accredited programmes were “strongly or clearly 
superior in major ways to unaccredited programmes” (p10) and that there were more similarities 
than differences between accredited and non-accredited journalism degrees. The body in ques-
tion, the Accrediting Council on Education in Journalism and Mass Communication (ACEJMC), 
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requires institutions to fulfil nine specific criteria including diversity, scholarship and research, 
and fulfilling obligations to community and the public ensuring that accredited programmes meet 
“rigorous standards for professional education” (Seamon, 2010, p11). The liberal arts approach 
differs greatly from UK accreditation schemes which solely focus on practical skills and largely 
dismiss academic and scholarly activity. However, similarities between USA and UK journalism 
accreditation can be identified as Seamon’s research indicates that some institutions withdrew 
from the accreditation process due to the “inflexible rules regarding curriculum” (2010, p11), 
echoing the frustration felt by some UK universities (Heseltine, 2010; McNair, 2010). Four years 
later and Brian McNair, former Professor of Journalism at Strathclyde University, still claims the 
NCTJ work against the core aims of universities, rub against intellectual and academic ethos and 
are “a bit of a scam” (McNair, personal communication, 2014). Yet no independent, scholarly 
research on journalism accreditation has been conducted in the UK to date. The only benchmark 
is a 2011 survey of 104 newspaper editors, commissioned by the NCTJ, which found that 90 per 
cent viewed the NCTJ qualifications as “industry standard” (Gunter, 2011). 

The problem of professionalisation

Despite UK accreditation bodies attempts to formalise journalism training there is no set entry 
requirement into the occupation and modes of entry vary enormously.  Applicants can gain their 
first job in journalism via work experience, formal training schemes, freelancing or directly with 
no prior experience (Spilsbury, 2013). The legitimacy of journalism degrees as entry into the 
‘profession’ is therefore questionable when compared to disciplines such as law, medicine and 
engineering. The Quality Assurance Agency which monitors standards in higher education has no 
benchmark outline for journalism. Instead the subject falls under communication, media, film and 
cultural studies, in part due to the fact that it is a historically undefined activity bridging multiple 
classifications, including profession, craft, industry, literary genre, culture, social practice, com-
munity and ideology (Evans, 2014). Its ambiguous nature means that journalism cannot be clearly 
defined as a complete profession but nonetheless it has been moving towards professionalisation 
in the past 40 years with the development of professional ideology including objectivity, integrity, 
public service, professional institutions and codes of practice (Nygren, 2011) and its progression 
from school leaver to graduate occupation. Indeed raising journalism from a trade to a learned 
profession has been a topic of debate in the UK for more than a century (Christian, 1980) and simi-
lar arguments have been held across the Atlantic since editor Joseph Pulitzer gifted $2 million to 
Columbia University in 1903 to set up the world’s first Graduate School of Journalism (Mensing, 
2011). Subsequently in 1908 The Washington Post proposed that:

	  “Today the cowled doctor of law sits in the front row of fame, the distinguished 	representa-
tive of a most honored profession. And it is not unreasonable to fancy that in the fullness of time 
our doctor of the science of journalism will sit on his right hand and share with him all of the 
rights, privileges, and honours which the distinction affords,” 	 (The Washington Post, 1908).

But journalists and scholars alike (Donsbach, 2014; Nygren, 2011; Wilson, 1995; Boyd-Barrett, 
1970) still remain resistant to professionalisation due to the potential legal restrictions and impli-
cations on the freedom of speech which could “undermine the constitutional role journalists play 
as the watchdog of government” (Wilson, 1995, p2). 

As previously discussed, the development of journalism as a graduate occupation - albeit not a 
graduate profession - is largely due to the expansion of journalism education in postgraduate and 
more recently, undergraduate, programmes. But a paradox exists within higher education as the 
traditional consensus is that journalism education should be focused on practical vocational skills 
including shorthand, news gathering and news writing, as legitimised by the accreditation bodies, 
and yet it is situated within an academic environment, whose core business is research. The focus 
of this education is occupation socialisation and “training students to work in professional news 
organisations” (Mensing, 2011) rather than enabling graduates to reflect upon their role in society 
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and question the world in which they operate. Burgh (2003) further argues that journalism should 
be regarded as a serious academic discipline and not simply vocational training and that the pur-
pose of a degree “is not to make people adequate employees but thoughtful citizens and potential 
contributors to the intellectual and cultural life of society” (p98). The question then becomes as to 
whether such an education is possible within a restrictive, skills-led accreditation framework and 
employment-focused higher education marketplace. 

However, rather than analyse the vocational versus educational content of journalism degree 
programmes which is another legitimate field of inquiry, this research sets out to explore the em-
ployability agenda and the correlation between employment and accreditation. In my career as 
a journalism educator (and former NCTJ qualified journalist), I have often heard the claim from 
colleagues at various institutions that employers prefer, or prioritise, graduates from accredited 
courses however this is entirely based on anecdotal evidence. This project is the first step towards 
systematically addressing those claims by conducting research with journalism employers in-
volved directly with recruitment.

Methods

This study was conducted on an exploratory basis via qualitative interviews to make initial steps 
into the uncharted territory of accreditation. Purposive and convenience sampling was used to 
select 14 interviewees who represented the breadth of the industry including newspapers, maga-
zines, online publishers, radio broadcasters and television broadcasters from community, local, 
regional and national news organisations. The sample included both public service broadcasters 
and commercial media companies. The full list of organisations can be found in Appendix 1. In-
terviewees were selected on the basis that they were directly involved in recruitment, in particular, 
entry level. The anonymous sample was therefore largely made up of editors (11 in total) with 
the remaining three interviewees holding the position of deputy editor, department editor or news 
editor. Each interview was conducted via telephone, bar one which was held in person, using 
a structured interview incorporating qualitative and quantitative questions. The questions were 
developed following consultation with members of the cross-disciplinary Sheffield Hallam Uni-
versity C3RI Research Seminar group who made recommendations on how to develop the scope 
of the original questions.  

The purpose of the interview was to explore, if and how, subjects differentiated between skills 
and training, their own training and entry into journalism, their awareness of accreditation bodies, 
the significance of accreditation in the recruitment process and their views on the value of accredi-
tation bodies. Further questions were used to explore their views on graduate and non-graduate 
candidates.

Findings
Despite the prevalence of discussion surrounding journalism accreditation in higher education 

and a third of courses being accredited, results from this exploratory study indicate that accredi-
tation is not a key factor in the recruitment of entry-level journalists. However some journalism 
training - accredited or otherwise - is desirable although not always essential. 

Skills and training
The 14 subjects were each asked an opening question about the types of skills they were looking 

for when recruiting an entry-level journalist. The skills were self-selected rather than being chosen 
from a list and therefore were open to interpretation of the word ‘skill’. This technique was used to 
explore their understanding of the word skill and also to identify the basic core job requirements, 
without leading interviewees to directly relate these to training or accreditation. Respondents were 
able to list as many skills as they deemed appropriate. The two most popular skills were writing 
skills and digital skills with two thirds of the subjects listing both of these indicating that they now 
hold equal weight in the newsroom. Technological advancements mean that generally speaking 
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employers expect new recruits to be digitally literate but the traditional skill of writing a news 
story - even for broadcasters - remains equally important and employees are expected to have both 
sets of skills. However in some areas digital and social media skills are becoming more significant 
with one news website editor saying:

We are looking for someone who is good on the internet, it’s as simple as that...We don’t 	
look that much at CVs. .... If you are not active on Twitter you are definitely not getting a 	
job with us.

 Five respondents also referred to experience of working in a newsroom and finding a story, but 
only four mentioned shorthand, three referred to media law, two stated public affairs and two 
asked for subbing skills. One newspaper editor discussed the decline in public affairs as an es-
sential skill:

In terms of law and public affairs I would say that law is definitely more important. You would 
expect them to be competent and at least understand the warning signs if nothing else especially 
now with online there is a lot more publishing direct without any checks...Then public affairs is 
at the bottom of the pack to be honest. A basic understanding of how councils operate is useful 
and local government but to be honest with you, apart from the fact it is part of the prelim NCTJ 
qualification as a whole, we 	 wouldn’t place that much important on that, that going to council 
two or three times wouldn’t solve.

 Other ‘skills’ that received responses from four or less people included: ethics, ideas, attitude, 
communication, social media (rather than more generic digital skills), driving traffic and an inter-
est in current affairs. Aside from the skill of writing a news story the other traditional skills of 
media law, public affairs, shorthand and subbing, which are examined by the NCTJ, were not 
prevalent in the responses showing a shift away from these core skills.

The second question focused on training rather than skills and asked what training employers 
would expect new recruits to have. There was some overlap here with the first question as many 
respondents did not distinguish between skills and training. Nine respondents said they would ex-
pect entry level journalists to have some form of journalism specific training whether it be higher 
education, further education, fast track or even self-taught. Only two respondents specifically 
referred to accredited training (one NCTJ and one BJTC) and three referred to a journalism un-
dergraduate or postgraduate degree although did not specify that it had to be accredited. A third of 
respondents said they were specifically looking for evidence of media law training, four referred 
to shorthand and five referred to work experience as a form of essential training. One national 
broadcaster explained the need for a balance of training and experience:

On the job experience is really important. Too many people are going straight from journalism 
courses into an air-conditioned newsroom and they never knock on someone’s door the day after 
their son was killed. I think you need the two together. A journalism course or training without 
experience of gathering stories in a local area is not enough but equally experience without the 
bedrock of journalism training is quite tricky.

These responses suggest that although journalism training is advantageous, accredited training or 
higher education training is not essential or at the forefront of employers minds.

Interviewees were next asked whether they would expect the same level of skills and training 
from freelancers and the overwhelming response was yes, with half saying they would expect 
higher skill levels from freelancers than they would from entry level recruits. One national broad-
caster said: “The same rules apply for freelancers, even more so. They need evidence that they 
have practically done the job. You wouldn’t want a freelancer who can’t write good, clean, ac-
curate copy.”

Shift in training expectation

Each interviewee was asked about their own training and entry into journalism to identify how 
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this process may have changed over time but also whether it had any bearing on their own re-
cruitment selection process. As Figure 1 reveals, the respondents had a mixture of pathways into 
the occupation, with five being indentured to local newspapers via the previous NCTJ training 
scheme, three with a postgraduate qualification in journalism, two accepted onto industry training 
schemes and perhaps more significantly, four with no training at all. The latter included one who 
had entered the industry in the last decade, who stated “I have been doing journalism for 10 years, 
I have never felt the need to get a formal qualification in it” and another who argued “I haven’t got 
any formal journalism qualification. I have 20 years experience”. This reflects the “melting pot” 
of training and entry into journalism that has developed over the past 40 years “ (Cole, 1998, p6). 

Figure 1: Training patterns of employers

Despite the fact that more than two thirds of respondents had completed journalism training 
themselves, half said they would employ someone today with no training at all. This is an un-
expected finding due to the reduction of in-house training schemes but respondents argued that 
there were many different ways for candidates to demonstrate their skills and gain experience that 
would not have been possible in the past, when a training certificate was more relied upon. One 
newspaper editor described the recruitment of a recent reporter:

	 One of the digital trainees we recently recruited hadn’t even got A levels, didn’t go to uni-
versity, hadn’t trained with NCTJ or anybody else, but she could demonstrate in the way the 
application was written, it was funny, it was clever. She had done lots of things, a blog, digital 
journalism, got herself a job with an online publication and was absolutely exceptional and had 
no qualifications at all.

But the other half of the respondents disagreed with this viewpoint and said taking on someone 
with no training was too risky and they could not provide the training to make them trustworthy. 
One digital magazine editor said taking on someone with no training would be “far too much 
work” and added:

I would need them to jump in fairly quickly. It is very risky taking on someone with no training 
and there is an awful lot to teach them even with people who have done courses if they are new to 
work they still have to pick up a lot. 
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These results show an ambiguous picture over the importance of training, not least accredited 
training, but do emphasise once more the increasing significance given to work experience and 
candidates demonstrating that they have conducted real life journalism rather than simply carrying 
out training exercises.

Significance of accreditation

A significant proportion of the employer interviews involved questions surrounding journalism 
accreditation and higher education courses. Interviewees were asked which journalism accredita-
tion bodies they were aware of, if any, and asked to name them. Only two respondents were una-
ware of any bodies and these were people representing non-traditional news / magazine websites 
who had no journalism training and would be better categorised as entrepreneurs. The other 12 
respondents all named the NCTJ, whilst five also identified the BJTC and three the PPA.  Three 
of those that did identify the BJTC were not clear of its exact name or acronym and referred to it 
as the “broadcast equivalent of the BJTC”, “BAJ” or “NCTJB”. Only one respondent was able to 
name all three accreditation bodies and this was a broadcaster who had been trained via an NCTJ 
newspaper indenture. These findings indicate that the NCTJ is the market leader in terms of ac-
creditation penetration and visibility, which is not unexpected given it is the longest standing train-
ing body and traditionally was the entry route into journalism. Its ability to adapt to a competitive 
training market has enabled it to maintain its market dominance and presence in both education 
and industry. Whilst the NCTJ is recognised by employers at print, broadcast and online plat-
forms, the BJTC remains confined to the vestiges of broadcast media and the PPA has penetrated 
very little of the non-magazine market. Indeed the BJTC and PPA operate as niche accreditors and 
unlike the NCTJ which has incorporated magazine, broadcast and online modules, are content to 
represent their platforms rather than market themselves as holistic journalism training providers.

Although the majority of interview respondents could name at least one accreditation body their 
knowledge of the organisations was largely limited. Two respondents referred to undergraduate 
courses that they had relationships with under the assumption they were accredited when in fact 
they were not. A quarter of respondents said they were not directly involved in keeping track of 
accreditation, this being dealt with by a central human resources or placements department. Three 
respondents referred to the setting of exams but one of these wrongly stated that the BCTJ set 
exams as well as the NCTJ. Half of the respondents referred in general terms to the way in which 
accreditation bodies accredit courses, set a benchmark and inspect standards and five respondents 
admitted that they had little or no knowledge of what the bodies were responsible for. One news-
paper editor appeared to be unaware of the NCTJ’s expansion into multiplatform training:

I know the NCTJ have historically always been plugged into traditional media for accredita-
tion and qualifications and in terms of colleges and universities as well. They have a responsible 
for the training levels of students and reporters becoming recognised senior reporters. The way 
they set exams and keep abreast of that situation but that is broadly it. Certainly for print I don’t 
know if they deal with magazines or any broadcast but I suspect not but I don’t know, I might be 
wrong. I would be surprised if they were involved in accreditation outside that sphere like start up 
websites or digital orientated businesses that would class themselves as journalism or employing 
journalists. 

The lack of detailed knowledge about the roles and responsibilities of the accreditation bodies 
may go some way towards explaining why eight employers stated that accreditation was not part 
of the recruitment selection process and all bar one said attainment of the NCTJ diploma was not 
a requirement. The one respondent - representing the regional press - clearly indicated that NCTJ 
accreditation and NCTJ diploma attainment was part of the candidate selection process, and the 
remaining five respondents said accreditation was a factor for consideration but not a priority, a 
“desirable rather than an essential” and “part of the package rather than something we actively 
look for”. And even the regional press employer said there were exceptions to the rule:
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We would specify that we would expect to be interviewing people who had their NCTJ prelims 
preferably 100 wpm shorthand and when we do the initial sieve of applicants that would be the 
first thing we would do in terms of putting a yes and no pile together. Equally if we are aware of 
someone who has been in with us on work experience and we think they have got talent and we 
like them and we think they would fit in the newsroom and depending on where they are at and 
what the job is we would probably prioritise that above the qualifications. But we would still ex-
pect them to be on route to those qualifications or we would push them towards them.

Other respondents did not appear to differentiate between a journalism degree and an accredited 
degree, with one magazine editor stating: “We would ask for a journalism qualification either 
NCTJ or university equivalent.” It is also worth noting that this employer was showing a prefer-
ence for the traditional NCTJ accreditation route rather than the magazine specific PPA scheme. 
Again the recurring theme was that candidates should be able to demonstrate that they had experi-
ence in the field above all else. One national broadcaster explained:

Rather than a first class honours from a BJTC course I would be more impressed with someone 
who has written a blog or has 10,000 Twitter followers or runs their own website or YouTube 
channel and I can look and think yes, that is good stuff, they’re a good journalist.

Considering that attending an accredited course or attaining an NCTJ journalism diploma is 
not deemed essential criteria for entry level job applications it is interesting to note that half of 
respondents still felt that accreditation bodies had a valuable role to play, in particular in prepar-
ing students for the working news room and giving them a “readiness to jump into things”. Two 
interviewees said they valued accreditation bodies immensely with one broadcaster acknowledg-
ing: “We rely on them to set the bar. We rely on them that their students can deliver the business 
for us. Without that we would be lost a little bit”. Two others respondents referred to accreditation 
bodies as a safety net albeit with caveats as one print employer explained: “It is helpful but it is 
by no means an acid test of whether someone is going to be a good reporter. It is a bit of a safety 
blanket.” 

Attaining 100 words per minute shorthand, an NCTJ diploma requirement, was raised, un-
prompted, by two interviewees - print and broadcast - who argued that this was an effective way 
of “filtering out people who are really committed” and measuring a candidate’s “application rather 
than intelligence”. 

The continued relevance of accreditation bodies and their ability to meet rapid changes in the 
industry formed the last section of the interview, with six respondents stating that these bodies 
remained relevant, but five stating that they did not know. Three interviewees suggested that the 
bodies needed to improve their digital content to remain up to date. These results depict a contra-
dictory picture about the value and relevance of such bodies which is often overshadowed by the 
marketing value attributed by higher education institutions.

The value of a degree

Although this research project was focused on the value of journalism accreditation bodies, it 
was conducted in the context of higher education at a specific point in time. Interviewees were 
asked whether there were any significant differences between candidates with journalism train-
ing from outside higher education, such as further education or fast-track courses, and those with 
undergraduate or postgraduate journalism degrees. For many lecturers, particularly former prac-
titioners, journalism is a practical skill, rather than an academic discipline and as such sits awk-
wardly and somewhat ambiguously in higher education. This is reflected in industry where experi-
ence and skills are given preference over qualifications and academic achievement. The subjects 
in this research were of a similar opinion and expressed lukewarm reception to the suggestion that 
journalism degrees provided something fast track or further education courses could not. Four re-
spondents said there was no difference, or they did not know if there was any difference between 
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higher education journalism courses and non-university courses. One magazine employer believed 
training was far more important than a degree and two other respondents went further and said a 
degree in journalism was a hindrance with one national employer reasoning that “if you limit the 
selection process to someone who has all the certificates you are not necessarily going to get all 
the best people”. The remaining interviewees focused on the practical skills and experience that 
were catered for within degrees rather than academic attributes such as critical thinking, research 
and scholarship. However half of the respondents did view journalism degrees as offering added 
value and attributes such as “greater confidence”, a “readiness for work” and “deeper knowledge 
of the subject” with four employers recognising that the prevalence of degrees amongst the popu-
lation meant it was becoming a minimum requirement by default. As one broadcaster reflected: “It 
is not necessary to have a degree to be a journalist but it is necessary to have a degree to get into 
journalism. Everybody has got a degree.” Indeed due to the saturation of the journalism degree 
market, five interviewees commented that greater social diversity was needed in the newsroom 
rather than more graduates and the industry should be encouraging applications from “local lads 
and lasses” and those with a “rawness” to prevent journalism becoming an “elitist profession”.

Discussion 

These exploratory findings give a snapshot of the changing pathways into journalism in the digi-
tal age. Despite the rhetoric often presented by journalism lecturers, many of whom are former 
print journalists themselves, entry into the occupation is no longer a singular route via the regional 
press. Graduates today are faced with a diverse range of occupation entry points and multiplat-
form opportunities. 

Although the research for this study is preliminary, being based on a relatively small sample of 
opinion, it is possible to speculate whether the findings may be indicative of wider patterns across 
all sectors of the industry. Skills based training of some variety which prepares students for work 
in a newsroom is the most attractive package that graduates can present to employers when seek-
ing employment. This supports the employability agenda being implemented by universities and 
measured in league tables (The Guardian, 2015; The Complete University Guide, 2015) and con-
tinues the tradition of journalism education as a form of socialisation to the occupation (Mensing, 
2011), with employers longing for recruits who are ready to work and can fit into the existing 
newsroom structures, norms and practices. This perpetuates the longstanding debate, which has 
existed since the creation of UK journalism degrees in 1970 over the legitimacy of journalism as 
an academic discipline or indeed as an entry requirement into an industry that is so ambiguously 
defined. This raises further questions about whether journalism educators should be simply be 
creating carbon copies of existing journalists, with a standard set of skills required by current 
employers, or encouraging greater academic development to produce critically thinking graduates 
who can challenge existing journalistic norms.

However the right balance needs to be found and skills will always be integral to journalism edu-
cation even as educators develop further scholarship alongside this. But as this research indicates, 
this core skill set is changing and is now largely comprised of two key elements - representing 
the past and future - the skills of finding and writing a story together with intermediate digital lit-
eracy. This then brings into question the continued relevance of accreditation bodies, particularly 
the NCTJ with its core syllabus, which focus more on traditional skills of shorthand, media law 
and public affairs. Indeed the findings of this project indicate that applicants are much better able 
to demonstrate these skills through their own extra-curricular activities such as work experience, 
producing a multimedia blog and creating a Twitter following than by showing up to an interview 
and producing an accredited degree or NCTJ diploma certificate. However it must be acknowl-
edged that in many, if not most cases, the skills, opportunities and experience developed on their 
degree has encouraged and enabled applicants to undertake such extra-curricular activity and fur-
thermore some may argue that this is more prevalent on accredited courses, where such activity is 
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expected to achieve accreditation. 
This project set out to identify the value of accreditation to industry employers in light of a lack 

of independent research in this field and the findings appear to uphold the conclusion of Seamon’s 
research (2010) which indicates that there is no evidence that accredited courses are superior in 
some way, from an employer perspective at least. Employers prefer applicants to have some form 
of journalism training, but since such training is ubiquitous and employers find it difficult to dif-
ferentiate between accredited and non-accredited courses, and to a certain extent between higher 
and further education, they rely upon applicants to demonstrate their skills through their online 
portfolios and via selection days and interviews. 

Although this study raises initial questions about the continued value and relevance of journal-
ism accreditation the results must be evaluated with caution due to two key factors. The study was 
exploratory in nature and only involved a small sample of employers and therefore future research 
should seek to engage a more substantive quantitative sample. Secondly the research was only 
focused on the perspective of employers and the employability agenda of universities rather than 
the marketing agenda. Further study is needed to understand both the value of accreditation to 
journalism students themselves and also the correlation between accreditation and the recruitment 
of students onto accredited and non-accredited degrees.

Conclusion 

It appears that by default rather than design that journalism has become a graduate occupation 
despite the fact that it is not a selection requirement by employers. Indeed the training of journal-
ists appears to be in flux once more as employers are more open to diverse candidates, including 
those who are self-taught, and news organisations are making attempts to encourage non-gradu-
ates to enter the profession. Whilst in the latter half of the 20th century journalism training shifted 
from industry to university there now appears to be a gradually emerging trend whereby entry 
level applicants are being expected to self-demonstrate their skills using online digital tools. This 
raises questions not only about the value and relevance of accreditation but also the role of educa-
tors in a world where anyone can practice journalism online.  
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ITN News; Johnston Press; My Student Style; Press Association; Progressive Media Group; Regional 

Magazine Company; Sky Sports News; Slimming World; The Guardian
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Raising journalism ethical  
standards: learning  
the lessons of Leveson 
Chris Frost, Liverpool John Moores University
Keywords: IPSO, Independent Press Standards Organisation, PCC, Press Com-
plaints Commission, self-regulation, press, complaints, Leveson Inquiry

ABSTRACT:

The Leveson Inquiry was set up to examine the ethics of 
the press in the UK. It took evidence from 700 witnesses 
on the state of the British press and its standards and the 
failure of the Press Complaints Commission to combat ir-
regularities and raise standards.
Most attention has been paid to policy surrounding press 
regulation since Leveson reported leading to the closure 
of the PCC and its replacement with the Independent 
Press Standards Organisation. 
However, Leveson also made it clear that regulation was 
not the only way to improve the culture and ethics of 
the press and that a sweeping change in practice was re-
quired. This paper examines the effectiveness of a regu-
lator in raising journalism standards and the importance 
of education in changing newsroom culture for raising 
standards in the future. 

Introduction

The Leveson Inquiry was sparked by widespread claims of unethical or illegal prac-
tices including phone hacking and bribing public officials by some national newspa-
pers and their journalists. It was set up to examine the culture, practices and ethics 
of the press and took evidence from around 700 witnesses: campaigners, politicians, 
editors, journalists, publishers and academics. 

http://www.societyofeditors.org
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Its final report, released in November 2012, found widespread illegality and bad practice in a 
number of national newspapers especially tabloid newsrooms and identified that the PCC had 
failed as a regulator.

The PCC had previously made some claim to having improved ethical standards over the period 
of its existence and Leveson did find some limited evidence for this: 

In some cases the pre-publication guidance which the PCC produced was effective, and resulted 
in some improvements to the press coverage of the issues concerned. For example, the PCC has 
worked hard to improve the coverage of mental health issues. To this end, the PCC has produced 
a guidance note on the subject and has delivered training to journalists. It is difficult to form a 
clear judgment about this, but the sense I have is that press reporting on some aspects of mental 
health issues has improved, and the insensitive and in many cases offensive language deployed in 
some sections of the press ten years ago is now rarely used. However, in this context, I note the 
evidence submitted by organisations such as Mind and Rethink Mental Illness which indicates that 
problems remain. Recognising this, the points they make reflect on the press in general rather than 
on the PCC. (Leveson, 2011, p. 1519)

Despite this limited evidence of an effect on standards, it has to be considered that if there were 
such an improvement and a linked adherence to the accepted standards of journalism ethics by 
professional journalists then there may well be other reasons for this and that a regulator may not 
have played any part, or at least only a limited part in improvements in such areas as mental health 
(Ibid.) or children (Frost, 2004). Logic suggests that there are likely to be four main strands in any 
development of better professional practice:

1.	 agreed professional standards (as outlined, for instance, in a code of conduct);
2.	 an open culture in the workplace supporting the application of such standards;
3.	 some form of regulatory system, whether statutory or self regulatory, supported by the 

industry;
4.	 professional ethical education, involving research, academic publication and teaching.
This idea is supported by the Leveson Report:

This is a very fundamental issue about culture, practices and ethics, and the way they relate to 
each other. Professor Christopher Megone, who has worked extensively with industry bodies 
(mainly in finance and engineering) on issues of workplace ethics, put the matter this way to the 
Inquiry:

“Of course an ethical media organisation needs to have an ethical code…

However, even more critical to the existence of an ethical media organisation is culture. … If 
there is an unhealthy culture then an organisation can have an ethical code but it will have little 
influence. Members of the organisation can undergo ‘ethics training’ but it will have little effect.… 
there are a number of critical factors that could be expected to bear on ethical culture in a media 
organisation. First, tone from the top – leadership – is of tremendous importance … Secondly, an 
ethical organisation needs to have an open and honest culture in which it is possible for members 
of the organisation to raise their concerns about practices and to discuss them with colleagues 
and senior staff. [S]taff need to feel confident that if they perceive unsatisfactory practices to be 
developing, or face a challenging situation, they can raise the matter with colleagues or senior 
staff. And they need to be confident that they can do so, and have a proper discussion, without fear 
of mockery or retribution.” (Ibid. p. 87)

Points one and two identified above are clearly the duty of the press regulator. 
Leveson does not allocate much of his report to discussing journalism training or education. 

Indeed he mentions media training of police officers more than the training or education of jour-
nalists. However, he does correctly identify that much good work is going on in the training and 
education of journalists:

I have not sought to look at the adequacy of the training available to, or provided to, journalists. 
However, a number of professors of journalism have given evidence to the Inquiry and it is ap-
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parent from their evidence that the schools of journalism are committed to offering high quality 
training in which ethical journalism plays a full part.. (Leveson, 2011, p. 736)

Despite this, it seems from the importance he places on the evidence of Professor Megone that 
he does understand the importance of these issues as identified in the Association of Journalism 
Education’s evidence to the inquiry:

The AJE believes that education and training, particularly on undergraduate programmes over 
the past ten years, have made journalists more aware of ethical requirements. We believe that edu-
cation and training is central to good practice, alongside good working practices in the newsroom, 
allowing for discussion between peers and journalist and editor. Ethics is not something to be left 
at the university door with the academic gown, but needs to be nurtured and developed alongside 
other professional skills in the newsroom. 

AJE members who have been practitioners (they continue to think of themselves as journalists) 
are well aware of a difficult double standard. That they should teach what is right, but also teach 
what is actually done. Honesty to the student requires that they be made aware that while there 
is a right way to do things, they might well be asked to do something different in the newsroom. 
This double standard can be reinforced by anecdotes from visiting speakers from the workplace.  
(AJE, 2011, p. 4)

And so it now it falls to the Independent Press Standards Organisation to carry out the regulatory 
role for the press, drawing up a code and regulating its use, whilst the education and training of 
journalists and the early development of the expectation of an open culture in newsrooms to help 
foster better standards are in the hands of journalism educators.

History of UK press journalism regulation

Concerns about journalistic standards in the UK are not new. The second edition of a journalism 
book (possibly the first designed to teach journalism in the UK) included a chapter about “Report-
ing Etiquette”, probably the first published suggestion that there is a need for some professional 
courtesies  (Reed, 1873). However the etiquette, quaint though it was, was more about working 
practices than ethics. Only the author’s stress on the need for a reporter to be able to rely on his 
own notes would be recognisable as ethical advice today (Reed, 1873, pp. 103-109).

A professional code of practice for journalists, one of the requirements for higher standards of 
journalism, was first developed in the UK in 1936 by the National Union of Journalists (NUJ) 
(Mansfield, 1943, p. 526). 

Other plans to beat what were perceived (even in the thirties) as falling standards included a law 
to prevent multi-ownership; a well organised workforce; a well paid workforce and a conscience 
clause, allowing journalists to make ethical decisions about their work without fear of losing their 
job (Mansfield, 1935), policies still being sought by the NUJ. 

The first body that could be identified as a form of press regulator in the UK was the Press Coun-
cil, started in 1953 and launched out of the Royal Commission of 1947-49. The Press Council was 
a representative body of employer groups, editors and trade unions.

It had a chequered history and was finally wound up in 1990 following the Calcutt report on 
Privacy and Media Intrusion (Frost, 2000; O’Malley and Soley, 2000; Shannon, 2002). Whilst it 
had dealt with complaints from the public, it did not develop a code of practice, although it had 
been its intention to do so shortly before it was wound up. It was replaced by the Press Complaints 
Commission, a smaller body with a complaints panel consisting of editors and members of the 
public. This did use a code of conduct developed by the editors’ code committee set up by national 
newspaper editors out of necessity during a period of particular public concern in 1989 (Frost, 
2000; O’Malley and Soley, 2000). The PCC was not able to punish newspapers in breach of its 
code and could only oblige them to publish an adverse adjudication.

It seems that there are several reasons for the increase in the general perception that there has 
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been a fall in journalism ethical standards. First is the rise in competing attractions throughout 
the mid to late eighties following the deregulation of TV and radio and the growing acceptance 
that the market should be the dominant factor (Frost, 2011; O’Malley and Soley, 2000; Shannon, 
2002). This encouraged the popular press to increase its coverage of celebrities and gossip, lead-
ing to an increase in incidents of unethical behaviour such as intrusion, harassment and eventually 
phone hacking and data hacking. This was exacerbated by the increase in the number of publica-
tions available and the technical advances that led to multi-channel 24-hour TV, which saw TV 
following tabloid papers down the intrusion road with reality TV.

At the same time and subsequently, through the nineties and noughties, cost-cutting, deregula-
tion and reduction in “government interference” led to an erosion in on-the-job training for jour-
nalists and a reciprocal rise in university journalism education (Cole, 1998). This also led to an 
increase in courses able to offer critical analysis of journalism and the teaching of ethics alongside 
practical training.

Training and education of journalists

Training of the growing band of early professional reporters in the 19th and 20th Century was 
limited to learning as you worked. There were no training schemes and precious little in the way 
of support. Few books were available to lead the way for the new reporter. One of the first books 
to be published about journalism in the UK was the Reporter’s Guide (Reed, 1873) – a delightful 
but small publication full of detailed advice for the budding reporter. A further book, Newspaper 
Reporting: In Olden Times and Today (Pendleton, 1890), also throws some interesting light onto 
reporting in the early days of reporting in the era of the telegraph, but before the motor car. 

Both these books tell tales of working with pens and ink in the days before typewriters in a world 
where much was changing, particularly in the world of politics and reporting. 

Journalists of this early period took their work seriously, but whilst they worked hard, there was 
not the need for much skill other than a reasonable general education and shorthand. Technology 
was limited to the telegraph and a coach and horses.

Very little was written about journalism from the late 1800s until the Second World War. Things 
were changing, but the pace was slow. It was a period of development though: a diploma in jour-
nalism was started in 1919 by the London University with a course in practical journalism and 
English composition and optional choices in the fields of politics, economics, literature, history 
or modern languages. 

F.J. Mansfield’s The Complete Journalist (1935) was one of the few UK books on journalism to 
be written in the first half of the 20th Century. A foreword written by the former prime minister the 
Rt. Hon. David Lloyd George expresses his astonishment that this should be the case: 

“Men who devote themselves to a calling so far reaching in its influence upon the nation clearly 
deserve the most careful training and preparation, the fullest literature of instruction, that can be 
provided. Yet it is an astounding fact that only in the most recent years have courses in journalism 
found their way into the curricula of a very few of our universities, while there are hardly any re-
ally good textbooks giving an adequate survey of this field of crucially important activity.”

(Mansfield 1935, p. viii)
Ethics is hardly mentioned in Mansfield’s book, although he does talk about a code of honour. 

The late thirties were starting to show some of the same ethical cracks that we see today and the 
debate around Bills calling for the registration of journalists, and a suggestion for a “Truthful 
Press Act” was a live issue. Walter Lippman called for professional training while H.G. Wells 
suggested that: “a well-paid and well-organised profession of journalism is our only protection 
against the danger of rich adventurers directing groups of newspapers” (Mansfield, 1935, p. 372).

Newspapers remained unchallenged as a news medium until the serious advent of radio in the 
1930s and through the war, so although there was a wider use of typewriters than in Reed’s day, 
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and the new journalism was starting to add more interpretation into stories than had been the case 
before, there was still little change in the way that the journalism was taught. 

The London University journalism diploma did not survive the Second World War (Bundock, 
1957, p. 67). The immediate post-war period, therefore, also lacked almost any kind of formal 
training or education for journalists in the UK. 

The National Council for the Training of Journalists (NCTJ) was started in 1952 by employers 
groups, trade unions and editors overseeing training schemes in newspapers – it did not offer train-
ing for entry to journalism.

On the back of this steady formalisation of journalism training, the early sixties saw a sudden 
flourishing of books about journalism, all produced within months of each other. Whilst they were 
all solid primers on journalistic work, there was no mention of ethics and only an implied refer-
ence to standards.

This continued into the seventies with the NCTJ encouraging and sponsoring the publication of 
a number of books. Many trained in this era fondly remember the books by former Sunday Times 
editor Harold Evans. His books, Newsman’s English, Handling Newspaper Text, News Headlines, 
Pictures on a Page and Newspaper Design, are classics and many still use them today. However 
things were changing with Cardiff University and then City University launching journalism di-
plomas in 1970 and 1976.

Training during the decades from the fifties to the eighties was still largely based in provincial 
newspaper in-house schemes examined by the NCTJ. These were funded and driven, to a large ex-
tent, by the Printing and Publication Industry Training Board, a quango set up to oversee training 
in those industries. In the seventies and eighties block release courses and then pre-entry courses 
were introduced, operating to the NCTJ’s syllabus. 

Broadcasting was largely run by the BBC until independent TV was launched in the fifties and 
then in the middle of the seventies when the Sound Broadcasting Act (1972) introduced Independ-
ent Local Radio. By 1977 there were 19 stations (Crissell, 1997, p. 187). The BBC was also build-
ing its local radio network through the seventies and eighties (ibid. p. 143). Broadcasting had long 
insisted on taking only graduates as recruits unless they had experience as newspaper journalists 
and, in so doing, had often taken excellent recruits who did not want to work in local newspapers 
(Cole, 1998, p. 69). This demand for additional journalists to feed the growing number of broad-
cast stations led universities to start Broadcast Journalism postgraduate courses. 

With the changes in employment practice introduced by the Thatcher government, the eighties 
were a period of rapid and dramatic change. Universities now developed postgraduate courses 
in newspapers, following the introduction of postgraduate broadcast routes. The abolition of the 
PPITB left newspaper proprietors keen to reduce their spending on training after the withdrawal 
of state funding (Cole, 1998, p. 70) and this coincided with the ending of the provincial newspa-
per National Agreement between Newspaper Society members and the NUJ in 1987 (Gopsill and 
Neale 2007, p. 124), ending proprietors’ obligation to train. With the marketplace filling with well-
qualified graduates, many publishers saw an opportunity to save money by closing their training 
schemes to recruit directly from universities, ending their duty to consider training in ethics and 
any serious commitment to developing a supportive and ethical workplace culture. 

It was not long before this student-driven desire to be trained as a journalist - no longer linked di-
rectly to employment - was converted by universities into undergraduate programmes. Lancashire 
Polytechnic, City University and London College of Communications were the first in the UK to 
launch a degree in journalism, with each launching courses in 1991.

These courses heralded the modern era of journalism training because undergraduate programmes 
were popular from the start with students. High numbers of applicants persuaded universities 
already running journalism postgraduate courses to launch their own journalism undergraduate 
courses and, ten years later, there were more than 30 HE institutions in the UK offering journalism 
degree courses and more than 40 by 2006. Today there are more than 60.
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Alongside this growth in university courses, newspaper circulations were dipping, leading to 
redundancies. In the new millennium, as graduates were moving into the new posts provided by 
the internet expansion, more and more journalists were seeking the relatively safe haven of the 
academy as senior jobs suitable for those seeking promotion became even more difficult to find 
within the traditional media. This move to the academy led to it becoming a significant employer 
of journalists with hundreds taking up posts as “hackademics”, as they swiftly became known, 
following the use of the term by Mathew Engel (2003, p. 61 cited by Harcup 2011, p. 34). 

As these newly minted academics made the transition, many became more concerned with the 
central business of universities: scholarship and research. The traditional newsroom-based post-
graduate courses, with their heavy emphasis on experiential learning were, of necessity, morphed 
into a more mixed course of theory and practice, with time spent in newsrooms split with more 
traditional lectures, seminars and tutorials. This move towards leavening journalism practice with 
skills of critical analysis and evaluation was demanded both by the universities and their quality 
assessment programmes; but there was also a demand by the students and, in many cases, by the 
hackademics. To be promoted in the academy involved becoming an administrator or a researcher 
and scholar and for many the administration route was unattractive. The growth of journalism 
research and scholarship led to a growing number of academics publishing in the field of jour-
nalism ethics and standards. The first few years of the 21st Century saw a rapidly rising number 
of very useful books almost entirely about ethics and media responsibility from such authors as 
Kierans (ed) (1998), Shaw (1999), Berry (ed), Frost, O’Malley & Soley, (all in 2000), Keeble, 
Cohen-Almagor, (in 2001), Sanders (2003), Alia (2004) and Harcup (2005). Practical journalism 
books also started to include serious discussion of ethics, with either a chapter or two, or at least 
references in the index: Keeble (1994), Randall (1996), Wilson (1996), Taylor (1998) and Frost 
(2001). This massive increase in journalism ethics books tells its own story. After 20 years of rapid 
development, journalism ethics was now being taken seriously in universities. This had more 
impact within the profession than would be expected. Journalism is a profession of young people 
with the typical reporter in his or her twenties or thirties; 70% are under 40 (Spilsbury,  2002, p. 
4). In other words, many reporters have attended a course on journalism as outlined above, and 
many executives working in newspapers are also young enough to have attended a course that had 
some serious ethical input.

Journalism regulation

Broadcasting
Broadcast journalists have been regulated by statute since the start of broadcasting. Initially this 

was through the BBC charter, as the only broadcaster in the UK, but following the introduction of 
commercial television in the fifties and commercial radio in the 1970s, through various statutory 
regulators. These regulators had the power of prior approval over commercial TV until the aboli-
tion of the IBA in 1990 and its replacement with the Independent Television Commission. Now 
control lies with the Broadcasting Act 1996 and the Communications Act 2003, operating through 
Ofcom, the broadcast regulator set up under the Office of Communications Act 2002. This does 
not allow for prior approval but does lay down stringent obligations on broadcasters regarding 
accuracy, privacy, fairness and harm and offence. Broadcasters who breach the code risk a repri-
mand or a fine. Ofcom levies fines of several million pounds each year. 

The Press Complaints Commission
The Press Complaints Commission, a press self-regulatory body, came into existence in January 

1991 in the wake of growing concerns about the invasive nature of some of the media and the 
falling reputation of the Press Council, the previous self-regulatory press body. The was set up to 
replace the Press Council after the Calcutt committee, set up by Margaret Thatcher’s Conserva-
tive government in 1989 to examine privacy and related matters, recommended that the industry 
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be given a year to get its house in order with a working self regulator, or otherwise risk statutory 
control. It issued adjudications measured against a code of practice. 

The Independent Press Standards Organisation
The Independent Press Standards Organisation was set up by publishers in 2014 through the 

Regulatory Funding Company after the failure of negotiations on a new Leveson-compliant regu-
lator. The failure of talks led to parliament agreeing a parliamentary Royal Charter and setting up 
a press recognition panel to verify that regulators adhere to the Charter requirements. However, 
the scheme was rejected by publishers who identified the Royal Charter as some form of statutory 
regulation, despite proposing a Royal Charter of their own to control press regulation.

The IPSO was launched in September 2014 under the chairmanship of Sir Alan Moses, a retired 
High Court judge. The board of IPSO was selected by an appointments panel, itself appointed by 
the Regulatory Funding Company. Complaints are measured against a code of practice published 
by the code committee composed mainly of editors. The Code, at the time of writing, is identi-
cal to that used by the PCC.  IPSO does have some minor differences in approach to the PCC it 
replaced:

•	 Newspapers must have an acceptable in-house compliance system;
•	 Complainants can insist on complaints going to adjudication;
•	 Third party complaints can be accepted regarding accuracy or potential breaches of the 

code involving the public interest;
•	 The IPSO has the power to instruct publications where in the publication an adjudication 

should be published;
•	 The IPSO has the power to fine a publication for reckless or systemic breaches of the 

code;
•	 The IPSO has the power to monitor publications and investigate allegations of bad prac-

tice;
•	 The IPSO is obliged to set up a whistleblowing hotline for employees.
All of these reforms were suggested to the PCC on many occasions over the years but were 

rejected (see various Royal Commissions, Frost, evidence to CMS select committee reviews on 
press regulation, policy papers from the CPBF and NUJ, Media Standards Trust and Hacked Off). 
They are required by the Royal Charter and the Press Recognition Panel (PRP) and a rival regula-
tor, Impress, is hoping to launch in the autumn of 2015 and thus receive PRP approval, triggering 
the final section of the Crime and Courts Act 2013. 

Leveson Inquiry

The Leveson inquiry was announced on July 20, 2011 by Prime Minister David Cameron and 
started work shortly after. It finished taking evidence in July 2012 and published its 2,000 word 
report in November 2012. The report identified a number of problems regarding press standards 
and the culture of the press, including breaches of the Data Protection Act, the bribing of police 
officers and public officials and the ineffectiveness of the PCC.

Specific problems with the regulatory system included:
•	 Agreement that the PCC was not a regulator;
•	 The PCC was underfunded and could barely manage complaints handling;
•	 It had insufficient resources to initiate its own investigations;
•	 It was unable to accept complaints from third parties on a transparent basis;
•	 Bodies representing the interests of groups or minorities could not complain to the PCC;
•	 It had to trust that newspapers were properly examining the issues and were not being 
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economical with the truth;
•	 In relation to its investigations into phone hacking, it is common ground that it was mis-

led;
•	 The lack of a power to fine, even in relation to serious and systemic breaches of the code, 

meant that the PCC was not a body whose adjudications had force against the industry (Leveson 
2012, pp. 1541-1560).

It is these issues that the IPSO claimed to tackle, but it was clear from the report that Leveson 
identified more serious issues, which had limited the PCC and which the IPSO also failed to ad-
dress:

 “The PCC is constrained by serious structural deficiencies, which limit what it can do… the 
PCC is far from being an independent body. The lack of universal coverage, most notably after the 
withdrawal of the Northern and Shell titles from the self-regulatory system in January 2011, gave 
cause for observers and complainants to lose faith in the system.” (Leveson, 2012, pp. 1576-1577)

There is no obligation on a newspaper to join IPSO and whilst most have, there are some notable 
exceptions: The Financial Times, The Guardian, The Observer, the Independent, The Independ-
ent on Sunday and the Evening Standard. Some other influential publications such as Which and 
Private Eye are also not members. This is despite evidence from virtually everyone to Leveson 
that membership of all significant publications was required for regulation to work. An absence 
of significant publications means that the regulator inevitably has to play to the lowest common 
denominator for fear that a publication that faces regulation it considers too stringent will quit, 
just as Northern and Shell (Daily Express, Sunday Express, and Daily Star) did in 2011 under the 
old PCC. The changes in the civil court costs regime under the Crime and Courts Act 2013 was 
intended to address this issue but requires the existence of a recognised regulator in order to be 
introduced in full. 

Analysis
In order to evaluate the systems used to improve standards over the years there has to be an ex-

amination of the effectiveness first of the press regulatory systems that should be responsible for 
upholding items 1 and 3 identified in the introduction (the code and its standards, and the policing 
of the application of those standards) and an evaluation of the effectiveness of journalism educa-
tion and its role in developing personal ethical standards with students and an understanding of the 
importance of a positive newsroom culture (items 2 and 4 above: newsroom culture and general 
educational standards, ability to develop an individual conscience, and so on).

Whilst newspapers and their readers have changed dramatically over the past 50 years, there are 
very similar concerns about standards now as there were 60 years ago. Parliamentary debate in 
1990 was depressingly similar to debates following the release of the Leveson Report. Mr David 
Waddington, Secretary of State for the Home Department told Parliament in June 1990 that the 
government accepted the central recommendations of the Calcutt Report, which stated that:

the press should be given 12 months to establish a press complaints commission on the lines 
proposed. This is positively the last chance for the industry to establish an effective non-statutory 
system of regulation. (http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1990/jun/21/calcutt-report)

A very similar approach was taken in 2012, although David Cameron had weakened in the deter-
mination to reform press regulation that he had shown at the launch of the Leveson Inquiry. Whilst 
he had promised the BBC’s Nick Robinson that he would implement the Leveson report provided 
it was not bonkers, he had to be backed into a corner by the opposition, his coalition partners and 
even some of his own backbenchers in order implement the main elements of Leveson through a 
Royal Charter. He had told Leveson that the PCC was a failed regulator, but was not prepared to 
fully implement Leveson’s proposals for a tougher regulator.
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Performance of the PCC

The Press Complaints Commission introduced a new era to complaint handling for the press in 
1991. It measured complaints against a code of practice for the first time and obliged publications 
against whom it upheld complaints to publish its adjudication. 

The PCC published reports and statistics about complaints received and its handling of them in 
bulletins, annual reports and on its website (www.pcc.org.uk). According to the annual reports, 
complaints received rose steadily over the years from 1,520 in its first year of operation to 12,763 
in 2013, its final full year (it finished taking complaints in September 2014).
Figure 1: Annual number of complaints to the PCC

*In excess of 37,000 complaints were made in 2009. Approximately 21,000 of those concerned 
the Stephen Gately column by Jan Moir and have been removed from this table.

Whilst complaints rose steadily, and rather more rapidly in the last six years, this hides a slightly 
distorted figure. As complaints rose, so did the percentage involving accuracy, from a norm of 
around 60% in its first few years to 90% in its last three full years. This means that the number of 
complaints that did not concern accuracy remained remarkably stable; typically in the 700-1300 
range each year (see figure 2).

Whilst the percentage of complaints concerning accuracy rose, the number of complaints re-
ceived concerning privacy also rose (see figure 3), driving the percentage of privacy complaints 
from a typical 10% to 12% to more than 40% in its last two years (see figure 4). This is partly 
down to different counting methods. In its last three years, the PCC did not issue full annual 
reports and the statistics released in its annual review were limited to accuracy, privacy and dis-
crimination. Assuming that privacy also included complaints about harassment, intrusion and hid-
den listening devices, statistics that had previously been listed separately, this might explain some 
of the increase. However, complaints about intrusion and harassment in earlier years had usually 
also involved a complaint about privacy so this may not be the case and those complaints about 
intrusion and harassment in the past had already included and been counted as privacy complaints.

Despite the strong rise in complaints received, including a large increase in the number of pri-
vacy complaints, the number of complaints adjudicated by the PCC, as reported in their monthly 
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Figure 2: Annual complaint numbers that did not concern accuracy

Figure 3: Privacy complaints
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Figure 4: Percentage of complaints concerning privacy and accuracy 

Figure 5: Annual adjudications by the PCC
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Figure 6: Annual adjudications by the PCC as a percentage of complaints

Figure 7: Percentage of accuracy and privacy complaints adjudicated
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Figure 8: Annusl complaints resolved by the PCC

bulletins and then on their website, went down over the years. Figure 5 shows the number of adju-
dications both upheld and rejected and figure 6 shows the sharp decline in adjudications as a per-
centage of complaints received over the years. Figure 7 shows the inevitable matching decrease in 
adjudications on privacy and accuracy.

Partly this decline in adjudications is caused by an increase in the number of complaints re-
solved, but even this is largely caused by a peak of activity around 2003 and otherwise resolutions 
have remained largely the same over the past 15 years (see figure 8). 

The PCC consistently boasted about the number of complaints resolved, identifying this as a 
positive benefit of self-regulation in several annual reports. However, others have suggested that 
resolution is not always in the complainants interests. The Culture Media and Sport Select com-
mittee heard evidence from one witness that:

“…even though she had, eventually, won the argument and got an apology, she was left with the feeling 
that the newspaper had ‘got away with it’ (and no sense that someone else would not get the same treat-
ment). The PCC summary of the matter, under the heading “resolved complaints” read: “The newspaper 
published a full correction and apology”. The complainant told us: ‘I never had the sense … that at any 
time anybody actually sat down and made any decisions about it.’ She described the to and fro of letters and 
added ‘I kept saying ‘I press you to adjudicate’ … but, in fact I was pressed to accept the final offer of The 
Daily Mail, which was to publish an apology on page 31.”

(House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee, 2003, pp. 25-26; see also Frost 
2012a and the House of Commons 2010). 

The Leveson report also identified that the PCC was more likely to support the industry than 
complainants, showing that there was a clear ‘inequality of arms’ between newspaper managers 
and lawyers and the vast majority of complainants:

“…it would be fundamentally incorrect to suggest that the PCC represented the complainant in 
the process, and in so doing helped to bridge the even greater chasm in expertise and experience 
that existed between the vast majority of those who made complaints and the representatives of 
industry. In most cases, the PCC functioned as a letterbox, both for the complainant and the indus-
try, passing on the accounts of events but more damagingly, particularly for the victims of press 
mistreatment, being unable to challenge in any way the version of events advanced by the industry 
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even in those cases when these were clearly open to question.” (Ibid. pp. 1552-1553)
It is also important when looking at the performance of the PCC to consider the league table of 

complained-of publications over the PCC’s history to discover their relative performance. Table 1 
shows the leading 30 publications in terms of complaints, with the Daily Mail and the Sun at the 
top of the league. One has the largest number of complaints that the PCC saw as potential breaches 
of the code and the other had the most upheld adjudications.
Table 1: League table of top 30 publications complained of to the PCC 1991-2014

Newspaper	 Adj	 upheld	 part uh	 reject	 notpur	 rem actio	 resolved	 total
Daily Mail	 55	 8	 2	 37	 0	 7	 748	 803
The Sun	 72	 28	 1	 39	 0	 4	 423	 495
Daily Mirror	 56	 14	 5	 30	 0	 5	 215	 271
Daily Telegraph	 32	 8	 1	 20	 0	 3	 233	 265
Mail on Sunday	 53	 17	 3	 30	 2	 2	 199	 252
News of the World	 53	 16	 5	 28	 1	 2	 131	 184
Evening Standard	 37	 10	 1	 22	 0	 4	 131	 168
The Times	 14	 2	 0	 11	 1	 0	 154	 168
Daily Express	 23	 6	 2	 15	 0	 0	 127	 150
Sunday Times	 43	 14	 0	 28	 0	 0	 102	 145
The Guardian	 19	 3	 1	 13	 0	 3	 126	 145
Daily Record	 20	 8	 2	 9	 0	 1	 94	 114
Daily Star	 31	 11	 1	 17	 0	 2	 77	 108
The People	 27	 10	 1	 16	 0	 0	 79	 106
Sunday Mirror	 25	 10	 1	 12	 1	 1	 76	 101
The Independent	 13	 3	 0	 10	 0	 0	 74	 87
Sunday Telegraph	 17	 2	 0	 10	 0	 5	 68	 85
Sunday Mail	 22	 8	 2	 11	 0	 1	 60	 82
Metro	 1	 0	 0	 1	 0	 0	 65	 66
Sunday Express	 7	 2	 1	 4	 0	 0	 54	 61
Scottish Sun	 9	 1	 0	 7	 0	 0	 47	 56
The Observer	 7	 4	 0	 2	 1	 0	 45	 52
The Scotsman	 2	 1	 0	 1	 0	 0	 36	 38
Daily Sport	 10	 9	 0	 0	 0	 0	 25	 35
Glasgow Herald	 3	 0	 0	 2	 0	 1	 32	 35
Evening News, Edin	 4	 0	 0	 4	 0	 0	 30	 34
Sunday World	 9	 6	 0	 3	 0	 0	 23	 32
Press And Journal	 4	 1	 0	 3	 0	 0	 28	 32
Take a Break	 3	 3	 0	 0	 0	 0	 28	 31
Scottish Daily Mail	 3	 1	 1	 1	 0	 0	 28	 31
Finally, there is a breakdown of the average number of complaints against various clauses of the 

code (table 2). Not surprisingly, accuracy and privacy lead the table. It is worth noting that com-
plaints about discrimination are not very high up the table. This is partly, at least, because the PCC 
refused to take complaints from complainants not named in the story and many complaints about 
stories concerning discrimination have to be taken as complaints about accuracy. Otherwise there 
is little surprise that accuracy, privacy, harassment, children, intrusion and misrepresentation are 
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the most complained about.

Table 2: Types of complaints made to the PCC 1991-2014
Total individual adjudicated complaints against a publication: 1193
	 No	 %
Accuracy:	 662	 55.9%
Opportunity to reply:	 52	 4.39%
Privacy:	 387	 32.7%
Harassment:	 99	 8.35%
Intrusion:	 94	 7.93%
Children:	 117	 9.87%
Hospitals:	 30	 2.53%
Innocent relatives:	 43	 3.63%
Listening devices:	 22	 1.86%
Victims of Sexual assault:	 30	 2.53%
Financial journalism:	 3	 0.25%
Confidential sources:	 15	 1.27%
Discrimination: 	 62	 5.23%
Payments:	 43	 3.63%
Misrepresentation:	 88	 7.43%

All in all it is a dismal picture of a complaints-handling body that did not, in fact, handle that 
many complaints. Leveson quickly dismissed it as a regulator and, although he praised the hard-
working staff, he was also clear it was not much of a complaints handler:

The PCC has very limited power to investigate complaints. In particular, it does not have the 
power to compel parties to produce documents or any other evidence in support of, or capable 
of contradicting, their account of events. The PCC does not have the power to ask for sworn evi-
dence. There is no sanction for an individual who misleads the PCC, tells half-truths or fails to 
answer the PCC’s questions. (Leveson, 2012, p.1545)

IPSO

The IPSO took over from the PCC in September 2014. Its structures and policies are largely the 
same. There are one or two differences in approach. 

1.	 It has a wider remit for third party complaints;
2.	 It has a stronger commitment to investigations and monitoring press activity;
3.	 It can fine publications for systemic breaches of the code;
4.	 Complainants can now insist on going to adjudication.
At the time of writing IPSO had adjudicated 156 complaints, about double the number of the 

PCC in half the time. However, it no longer seems to publish details of resolutions. The ratio of 
types of complaint made are largely the same as the PCC in its last two years (see table 3). Of 
those 156 complaints, 27 were upheld (17.3%) a much lower figure than the PCC, but of course 
without going through the initial filter of the resolutions system.
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Table 3: IPSO adjudications by type
Accuracy:	 82.3%
Opportunity to reply:	 17.7%
Privacy:	 34.2%
Harassment:	 7.59%
Intrusion:	 12.7%
Children:	 7.59%
Children sex cases:	 1.27%
Hospitals:	 0
Innocent relatives:	 6.33%
Listening devices:	 1.27%
Victims of Sexual assault:	 0
Financial journalism:	 0
Confidential sources:	 1.27%
Discrimination: 	 1,27%
Payment to witnesses:	 0
Payment to criminals:	 0

Conclusions

It is clear that whilst the PCC’s editors’ code of practice did set up a basic standard of journalism 
and was not, despite its limitations, of itself part of the problem, the PCC’s inability to regulate the 
press according to the code and only very limited ability to deal with complaints was a major prob-
lem in terms of raising standards. The IPSO looks likely to fare no better; another case of too little 
too late that has dogged the history of press regulation. At every stage, the publishers have failed 
to take the regulation deficit seriously and put into their self-regulator the recommendations made 
by those asked to investigate press standards. It is clearly their policy to do as little regulation as 
is needed to fend off statutory regulation. Publishers, through the Regulatory Funding Company, 
have agreed this time to sanctions such as fines, but measured by a regulatory system that is most 
unlikely ever to be able or willing to apply them. It has agreed that the IPSO can monitor the press 
and make its own investigations, but only using money raised and ring-fenced for the purpose by 
sanction fines.  The argument given by publishers for the IPSO not being Leveson compliant is 
that this would be damaging to press freedom and therefore free expression. There is, of course, 
no evidence for this. The regulator outlined by Leveson and incorporated in the Royal Charter 
does not place any limit on what is published but only requires publishers to justify publication 
after the event or risk an adverse adjudication. Nor does it limit free expression, as the only limits 
here are on the press, not the internet (which has never sought regulation), broadcasting (already 
more heavily regulated), nor individuals with the many social media publication opportunities at 
their disposal. The press claims to be responsible and has set up a regulatory system to support 
responsibility in order to avoid the potential for further, and more draconian, legislation; but self-
regulation is in the publishers’ interests and has little public support, according to evidence given 
to Leveson. The risk of continuing to ignore the need to address press standards and their polic-
ing would be to risk a major blow to self-expression for the rest of us, as the government bows 
to public calls for restrictions and introduces more stringent legislation on freedom of expression 
that would impact badly on all of us in the era of social media. 

Any improvement in standards, then, must come from education and training, both in terms of 
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providing students with the tools for ethical decision-making to the standards the public expects, 
but also providing them with the confidence in their abilities and standards to cope with the news-
room culture that they will face. 

Education at university must involve not just understanding of the code of practice and the regu-
latory system, but the importance of all editorial staff being equally involved in an open and hon-
est approach to high standards. This means students understanding and operating an appropriate 
code, whether a journalists’ code such as the NUJ’s or a publishers’ or broadcasters’ code, and also 
being taught in an environment, whether newsroom or classroom, that encourages critical analy-
sis, evaluation, a willingness to challenge and the tools and skills of argument and interpersonal 
relations to be able to challenge effectively. For students to understand this, “that’s the way we’ve 
always done it” is not a good enough answer to the question “why”. We must teach our students 
about democracy, the will of the majority, the rights of the minority and our part in its process as 
journalists, supporting its operation by discovering the truth as far as we are able and presenting it 
to the public in order to aid their decision-making. The freedom of the press to write what it likes, 
true or not, invasive or not, should not be controlled by a handful of rich publishers rather than the 
will of the majority. We must also have more confidence in our own teaching; to realise that it’s 
not good enough to accept the double standard of “this is what we teach, but this is what it is like 
in the newsroom”. If we are confident of our teaching then there should be no double standard, and 
if we’re not confident about it, we should teach something else.

References

AJE (2011) Leveson Evidence on Ethics Training in Journalism Education, London: AJE
Baker, Alfred (1931) Practical Journalism, London: Isaac Pitman Ltd
Barker, D (1963) The Young Man’s Guide To Journalism, London: Hamish Hamilton
Bleyer, W.G.(1914) Newspaper Writing and Editing. London: Constable and Co 
Bond, Frank Fraser. (1961) An introduction to journalism   
Bromley, Michael (2009) ‘The United Kingdom Journalism Education Landscape’ in Georgios 
Terzis (ed),  European Journalism Education,  Bristol: Intellect pp. 47-66
Bromley, Michael and Stephenson, Hugh (1998) Sex, Lies and Democracy, London: Longman
Browne, Christopher (1996) The Prying Game, London: Robson Books 
Bundock, Clement (1957) The National Union of Journalists A Jubilee History 1907-1957, Ox-
ford: OUP 
Candlin, Frank (1951) Teach Yourself Journalism. London: 
Carr, C.F. and Stevens, F.E. (1931) Modern Journalism: A Complete Guide to the Newspaper 
Craft, London: Isaac Pitman
Cole, P (1998) ‘Instinct, Savvy and Ratlike Cunning: Training Local Journalists’ in Franklin, B 
and Murphy, D (ed.) Making the Local News: Journalism in Context, pp. 65-79, London: Rout-
ledge
Crissell, Andrew (1997) An Introductory History of British Broadcasting, London: Routledge
Dodge J and Viner G (1963) The Practice of Journalism, London: William Heinemann 
Errigo, Jackie and Franklin, Bob (2004) ‘Surviving in the Hackademy’, British Journalism Re-
view, Vol 15 (2), pp. 43-48
Esser, Frank (2003) Journalism Training in Great Britain: ‘A System Rich in Tradition but Cur-
rently in Transition’ in Frohlich, Romy and Holtz-Bacha, Christina (eds) Journalism Education in 
Europe and North America An International Comparison, New Jersey: Hampton Press
Evans, Harold (1972) Newsman’s English, London: Heinemann



Page 70	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 71

Articles

Evans, Harold (1973) Newspaper Design, London: Heinemann
Evans, Harold (1974) Handling Newspaper Text ,London: Heinemann
Evans, Harold (1974) News Headlines London: Heinemann
Evans, Harold (1979) Pictures on a Page London: Heinemann
Franklin, Bob and Mensing, Donica (2011) Journalism Education, Training and Employment, 
London: Routledge
Frost, Chris (2000) Media Ethics and p, London: Pearson
Frost, Chris (2001) ‘Assessing vocational group journalism projects’,  Journalism Studies,  Vol 2 
(3),  pp.423-432, London: Routledge
Frost, Chris (2002) ‘A study of a vocational group learning project’, Journal of Further and Higher 
Education, Vol 26 (4), pp.327-337, London: Taylor and Francis 
Frost, Chris (2004) ‘The Press Complaints Commission: a study of ten years of adjudications on 
press complaints’, Journalism Studies, Vol 5 (1 ), pp. 101-114 
Frost, Chris (2003) ‘The Press Complaints Commission: Privacy and accuracy’, Ethical Space, 
Vol 1 (1),  pp. 32-38, London: Troubador 
Frost, Chris (2011) Journalism Ethics and Regulation (3rd edn), London: Pearson
Gibbons, Thomas (1989) Regulating the Media (2nd edn), London: Sweet andMaxwell
Gopsill, Tim and Neale, Greg (2007) Journalists: 100 years of the NUJ, London: Profile Books
Greenberg,  Susan (2007) ‘Theory and Practice in Journalism Education’, Journal of Media Prac-
tice, Vol  8( 3), pp. 289-303
Hanna, Mark and Sanders, Karen (2011) ‘Should Editors prefer Postgraduates: A Comparison 
of United Kingdom Undergraduate and Postgraduate Journalism Students’ in Franklin, Bob and 
Mensing, Donica (eds), Journalism Education, Training and Employment, London: Routledge
Harcup, Tony (2011) ‘Hackademics at the Chalkface’, Journalism Practice, Vol 5 (1), pp. 34-50
Harcup, Tony (2008) The Ethical Journalist London: Sage
Harris, Geoffrey and Spark, David (1993) Practical Newspaper Reporting, London: Focal Press
House of Commons Committee on Privacy (1972) The Report on the Committee on Privacy, 
London: HMSO
House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee (2003) Privacy and Media Intrusion: 
Fifth Report of session 2002-2003, London: HMSO
Jackson, D and Jaques, D (1976) Improving Teaching in Higher Education, London: UTMU
Keeble, R (2009) Ethics For Journalists 2nd edtn London: Routledge
Kieran, Matthew (1998) Media Ethics Routledge
Lejk, Mark, Wyvill, Michael and Farrow, Stephen (1996) A Survey of Methods of Deriving In-
dividual Grades from Group Assessments  Assessment and Evaluation in HE, Vol 21 (2), pp.267
Levy HP (1967) The Press Council Glasgow: Robert Maclehose
Mackie, John Beveridge (1894) Modern journalism: A Handbook of Instruction and Counsel for 
the Young journalist, London: 
Mansfield FJ  (1935) The Complete Journalist London: Pitman
Mansfield, FJ  (1943) Gentlemen, the Press! London: Turner and Dunnett
NUJ (1930-1978) The Journalist, London: NUJ
NUJ (1970-1976) Minutes of the NEC. London: NUJ
NUJ (2005) NUJ Annual Report 2005, London: NUJ
NUJ (2011) NUJ Annual Report 2009/10, London: NUJ

Articles

O’Malley, Tom and Soley, Clive (2000) Regulating the Press, London: Pluto
Pendleton, John (1890) Newspaper Reporting: In Olden Times and To-day, London: Elliot Stock
Pendleton, John (1902) How to Succeed as a Journalist, London: 
Pilley, Charles (1924) Law for Journalist,s London: Pitman
Press Complaints Commission quarterly reports Nos 1-53, London: PCC
Reed., T.A. (1873) The Reporter’s Guide,London: F. Pitman
Robertson, Geoffrey (1983) People Against the Press, London: Quartet
Royal Commission on the Press 1947-49, London: HMSO
Sanders, Karen (2003) Ethics and Journalism London: Sage
Shannon, Richard (2002) A Press Free and Responsible, London: John Murray
Sinclair R (1949) The British Press: The Journalist And His Conscience, London: Home and Van 
Thal
Snoddy, Raymond (1992) The Good the Bad and the Unacceptable. The Hard News about the 
British press, London: Faber and Faber
Spilsbury, M (2002) Journalists at Work, London: Journalism Training Forum
Temple, Mick (2010) The Future of Journalism Education in the United Kingdom: A Personal 
View from the Academy, Tema Broja, pp. 241-258
www.pcc.org.uk
www.presscouncils.org



Page 72	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 73

Articles

‘The imminent death of  
the British local press’ 
Mick Temple, Staffordshire University

Introduction

This paper takes a clinical look at the current state of one of Britain’s most treas-
ured artefacts – the local printed newspaper – and points the way towards the likely 
future. 

The evidence is overwhelming: rapidly declining sales and radical cost-cutting exercises indicate 
the daily local printed newspaper will soon be dead. The traditional audience is also literally dy-
ing – and to most of our young people, the idea of getting news twelve hours after it has happened 
in a form which dirties your hands and involves felling half a forest, looks as quaint as relying on 
a carrier pigeon for the latest football scores. Not only that, but there has been a failure to both 
prepare and then adapt to the new media landscape. Responding far too late to the online revolu-
tion, the conglomerates, who hesitated to invest and now offer user-unfriendly, PR-dominated and 
print-heavy online sites, face increasing challenges from a new breed of independent local jour-
nalism. This does not mean that more considered printed assessments – perhaps a weekly digest 
and analysis of the last seven day’s events – will not continue and perhaps even prosper. But those 
who insist upon the continued health of the Evening Herald et al (and there are many within the 
industry who do so) are ignoring the evidence. Given this, the insistence of the main training and 
accreditation body on training future journalists according to the wishes of the representatives of 
a dying industry might seem perverse, and this article will briefly assess the implication of this for 
journalism educators.

The evidence

The printed local press is dying and the evidence is clear and compelling. In the second half of 
2014, ABC figures show that all paid-for regional daily newspapers in the UK saw a continuing 
decline in circulation. To stress, every single paid-for local daily audited by ABC lost readers and 
the average decline was just over 10 percent in one year (Ponsford, 2104b). 

Press Gazette reported that the Birmingham Mail (down 20.5 per cent to 30,597) and the Sunder-
land Echo (down 16.8 per cent to 18,876) ‘were the worst performing titles year on year’. Even 
the Belfast Telegraph, the best performing title, in terms of declining circulation change, lost 3.4 
percent of its customers. The three biggest selling local newspapers did not escape the downward 
trend: ‘the Express and Star (down 13.1 per cent to 72,072), the Manchester Evening News (down 
4.1 per cent to 66,521) and the Liverpool Echo (down 11.7 per cent to 61,902)’ illustrate the depth 
of the malaise (Ponsford, 2014a). 

Just twenty years ago, the Express & Star sold 217,000 copies, the MEN was only just behind 
with sales of 214,000 and the Echo sold 173,000 copies every day. So in two decades, three of our 
most distinguished local titles have lost nearly two-thirds of their customers

It is not all bad news. One sector, the free local and regional newspaper, appears to be buck-
ing the trend. The biggest circulation regional newspaper, the free London Evening Standard, 
increased its circulation by 21.9 per cent to 824,515. Notwithstanding this, within the paid-for 
sector, there is not only a clear decline in readership; the decline is highest among younger read-
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ers, those who are potentially the future champions of local journalism. The younger you are, the 
less likely you are to read a local newspaper (Newspaper Society, 2013). Those most committed 
to buying a newspaper are, literally, a dying breed.

The decline in sales is not because of the technological revolution of the internet, although the net 
has certainly accelerated the sickness. The fall in sales precedes the World Wide Web (Gentskow 
2014). The reasons are complex. Briefly, they include changing work patterns, the rise in car travel 
and the increasing reliance on relatively up-to-date television news. The arrival of commercial 
television and later, commercial radio, also put great pressure on advertising revenues. The indus-
try has not been helped by the failure of local newspaper groups to invest when times were good. 
Local papers were cash cows, with profit margins ranging from a minimum of 20 percent up to 
almost 40 percent well into the 21st century: for example, as noted in a report by the National 
Union of Journalists (NUJ):

‘Between the start of 2003 and the end of 2007, Media Wales’s profit margins 
averaged 34 per cent, peaking at 38 per cent for the 12 months to the end of 2005. 
These profits made Media Wales one of the most profitable companies in Wales of any 
kind, let alone in the media industry. The profits were not invested in the businesses; 
they were being creamed off by shareholders and used to pay newspaper executives 
enormous sums’ (NUJ, 2103).

Even David Montgomery, the controversial CEO of Local World, agrees: ‘when times were 
good, the newspaper chiefs squeezed profits, made unwise acquisitions, built up debts and failed 
to invest in journalism’ (Hollander 2013).

The industry response

Despite the falls in circulation and revenue, the big newspaper groups remain bullish. The pub-
lic optimism of many local news organisations and their champions in the face of the evidence 
is touching (see Mair et al, 2012). At a major conference on “local and regional journalism after 
Leveson” organised by Chester University, Anthony Longden of the Society of Editors urged crit-
ics to ‘stop being cynical’, arguing there were many positives to be upbeat about. If owners got 
‘back to basics’ the ‘trusted, quick reference source’ that is the local paper would have a healthy 
future (Longden, 2014). Tor Clark, a former journalist and now a journalism lecturer at De Mont-
fort University, maintains that the regionals remained ‘trusted and authoritative brands’ whose 
digital audiences was growing (Clark, 2014). The independent newspaper owner Sir Ray Tindle 
remains convinced of the traditional local paper’s continuing viability and maintain that those who 
forecast its early demise are mistaken. Tindle argues that ‘most people still want it in its present 
printed form’ (In Publishing, 2014). It is unarguable that many people may still have an emotional 
attachment to their local newspaper but the circulation figures don’t lie.

The belief of owners (especially) that quality is being maintained in the face of declining circu-
lation has been challenged by a number of observers. The National Union of Journalists (NUJ), 
admittedly with an axe to grind, brought out a detailed report on the future of local papers in De-
cember 2013 and argued:

‘Cuts in the numbers of journalists, the closing and mergers of titles, the move from daily to 
weekly titles and the production of local newspapers many miles from the communities they serve 
have all had a serious effect on the quality of local papers’. 

For example, Newsquest has made a number of redundancies by moving the production of the 
Oxford Mail and other titles to Newport in Wales, following similar moves by their papers in 
York, Darlington and Blackburn (Snoddy, 2015, p.14). The growth of subbing hubs, with its loss 
of experienced local journalists, arguably increases inaccuracies and can hardly be said to serve 
the local public sphere. Indeed, while Anthony Longden (2014) was recently bullish about the 
future of the local press, just one year earlier he had remarked how ‘one of the most bizarre things 
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to have happened in this long period of decline is how such a pivotal newsroom role as that of the 
sub editor could have collapsed so completely’ (2013). The NUJ agrees, arguing that the reality 
increasingly means:

 ‘reporters sitting at their desks pouring press releases into pre-determined page grids. Sub-ed-
itors, the people who check copy for accuracy, are seen as surplus to requirements’ (NUJ, 2013).

Sir Ray Tindle’s optimism about the future may reflect a short-term response to his company’s 
similar acts of surgery. For example, “printing costs are pared by sticking firmly to weeklies, 
which allows time for contracting out … the Tenby Observer, for example, is printed in Bristol’ 
(Wainwright, 2008).  

Sir Ray is convinced that profits are ‘beginning the long climb back’. In contrast, Keith Perch 
of IPSO argues the economics of the local press is ‘shot to pieces’. As he points out, there are not 
enough staff to report properly in the public interest and some local newspapers are effectively 
‘withdrawing from the public sphere’. Revenues are declining in real terms and the number of 
reporters is rapidly decreasing.  For example, the much admired Leicester Mercury has gone from 
123 editorial staff in 2003 to 46 in 2014: in addition, instead of seven editions there is only one, 
a pattern reflected elsewhere (Perch, 2014). The Stoke-on-Trent Sentinel is now a single edition 
morning newspaper, printed overnight and with no updates during the day, and the number of 
editorial staff  has drastically declined in the last five years. These trends are repeated across the 
country.

The NUJ’s belief that the crisis in the local public sphere is so grave that government interven-
tion should be sought to ‘shore up the local news sector by subsidies, tax relief or the support of 
new ownership models such as co-operatives … and look to new models which provide funding 
for newspapers in return for providing a public service’ (NUJ 2013) is highly unlikely to find fa-
vour, especially with the current Conservative government. 

The impact on quality local journalism

The decline in sales has been accompanied by accusations of a decline in ‘quality’ journalism 
and of a failure to adequately serve the local public sphere. Readers providing local sports results 
and photographs of fund-raising events do not hold local decision makers to account. The belief 
that small numbers of journalists, supported by ‘reader-generated copy’ can continue to produce 
high quality public service journalism receives short shrift from the NUJ. 

Local journalists recognise the criticisms of ‘pouring press releases into pre-determined page 
grids’ (NUJ, 2103) as an increasingly accurate description of much of their work. It may be cheap 
journalism, but it does a disservice to the increasingly suspect notion (or myth) of the press as a 
‘fourth estate’. In private, every local journalist will admit that lack of resources means council 
meetings and court cases are not being covered, contributing to a declining local accountability. 
This alleged local ‘democratic deficit’ arouses much concern among distinguished local journal-
ists:  

‘I wince when I hear people waxing lyrical on the vital role played by local papers in holding 
authority and powerful individuals to account. Perhaps they used to, I like to think they did. But 
they have shrunk to such an extent many can no longer hope to perform that essential journalistic 
function to any valid extent. Until the early 1990s, there were enough reporters to attend courts 
and council meetings. This could be worthy, often dull, but it was proper public scrutiny just the 
same. With very few noble exceptions, this scrutiny of public bodies at a local level is not hap-
pening now.’ (Longden 2013). 

Arguably, local papers of the past, when editors were almost exclusively  local men who shared 
the same social circles, failed to hold local councillors and businessmen to account and they are 
now far less deferential to local dignitaries (Temple, 2008: pp.182-3). Despite recent concerns 
about the coverage of elections, the local dailies still cover local politics in some detail and their 

Articles

coverage is arguably ‘less sycophantic, less boring and … superior to the endless committee meet-
ings reported in the local press of old’ (ibid.: p. 112). 

Keith Perch of IPSO noted the wholesale printing of police reports of court cases, with no inter-
rogation of those reports. In effect, the police view of cases and their outcomes was being pub-
lished (2014). Other criticisms are potentially even more serious. The Tindle press has also been 
accused of perhaps a more disturbing failure in the local public sphere: the Guardian reported that 
Tindles’s ‘strength of feeling about the services led him to ask his editors not to report anti-war 
events once the 2003 invasion of Iraq was under way’ (Wainwright, 2008).

Many owners appear unconcerned about criticism. Local World publishes 83 weekly and daily 
local newspapers; in evidence to the Culture, Media and Sport select committee, its CEO, David 
Montgomery, foresees the future role of journalists as ‘harvesters of content’. As reported by Press 
Gazette, Montgomery told the committee:

 ‘We are going to have to reinvent the model … we can’t keep taking costs out but employ the 
same production techniques in print. We have to be truly digital, so that in three or four years from 
now, much of our human interface will have disappeared. We will have to harvest content and 
publish it without human interface, which will change the role of journalists (Hollander, 2013).

Chilling words to describe the consequence of sacking people: ‘much of our human interface will 
have disappeared’. Earlier, Montgomery was reported as saying that he wanted to see a ‘20-fold 
increase in content’ and a phasing out of sub-editors: sub-editing was ‘a twilight world, checking 
things you don’t really need to check’. In such circumstances, the demands that will be made on 
the few remaining journalists are many:

’The journalist will embody all the traditional skills of reporter, sub-editor, editor-in-
chief, as well as online agility and basic design ability, acquired partly in training but 
in the case of on-screen capability this is expected as a basic entry qualification as it 
is now generally present in most 12-year-olds’ (Hollander, 2013). 

All these skills demanded from current and future journalists, and for so little money. In 2013, 
a survey by the National Council for the Training of Journalists (NCTJ) found that the average 
salary for a newspaper journalist is £22,250 and starting salaries could be as low as £12,000 (http://www.
prospects.ac.uk/newspaper_journalist_salary.htm).

Never mind, the future’s online ?

In 2009, the online guru Clay Shirky noted that the problem was not that the newspaper industry 
did not see the internet coming – they saw it miles away but believed that the original form of the 
newspaper as ‘a general purpose vehicle for publishing a variety of news and opinion was basi-
cally sound and only needed a digital facelift’. They failed to understand and get to grips with 
social media and changing patterns of interaction. Their current attitudes indicate they may still 
not have understood and faced those changes.

For some local newspaper owners and journalists the decline of printed copies doesn’t matter.  
‘Online is the future;’ they maintain. Local media groups talk up their increasing online traffic 
which is, at least superficially, impressive. For example, Johnston Press, Newsquest and Local 
World all reported increase of up to 90 percent in terms of monthly unique browsers in 2014: press 
releases lauded this ‘surge in online readership’, proudly declaring that the South Wales Evening 
Post has increased online traffic by an impressive 61.5 percent in the previous six months. (Turvill, 
2014). But all online media are increasing traffic: what is more pertinent is whether that surge can 
be maintained and what users feel about their online visits. The belief that with only a fraction of 
the previous staff they can continue to maintain their unique selling points to readers (for example, 
locality, brand name and trustworthiness), overlooks the nature of the current online experience.

A visit to the South Wales Evening Post’s online site in November 2014 dispelled any notions 
that the surge in views will result in consistent traffic.  Within two seconds, unbidden, an ad for 

http://www.prospects.ac.uk/newspaper_journalist_salary.htm
http://www.prospects.ac.uk/newspaper_journalist_salary.htm
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Chicago Deep Dish Pizza whooshes across and fills the screen. Close the ad and another imme-
diately appears for Vodaphone, blaring loud music into my ears. A video ad then appears with a 
voice declaring ‘It’s A Boy’ which I close without knowing (or caring) what it’s selling and click 
on the sports section. I start to scroll down the page and as I scan the stories the audio for a loud car 
advert blasts out – where is it? Before I can find it, it ends and a video interview with then Queens 
Park Rangers manager Harry Redknapp (of doubtful relevance to South Wales) begins which I 
eventually locate at the top of the scrolled page and close.  The only video content on the site are 
advertisements and irrelevant PR material, presumably distributed to all the newsgroup’s outlets. 
I repeat the process on the Leicester Mercury site with similarly depressing results.

Astonishingly, journalists who complain about this to management are told that readers enjoy 
‘pop-ups’: where they get the evidence for this assertion is not known. The increase in online 
traffic for local papers is unsurprising: almost every online news site’s audience is rising as the 
online migration accelerates, but customers for local news will not return if this is their repeated 
experience.

By contrast, most hyperlocal/citizen journalism sites are clear and clean. They don’t tend to 
bombard the viewer with unwanted ads and they also welcome very local content. If the concept 
of a local public sphere is important for the maintenance of democratic legitimacy then citizen 
journalism sites should be seen as an essential complement to mainstream sites. Instead, some 
citizen journalists believe that their larger local newspaper sees them as rivals and their content as 
‘fair game’, frequently helping themselves to stories without crediting the source. The Nantwich 
News hyperlocal site, run by one former local journalist, has almost as many unique users and 
page views per month as its commercial rival the Crewe Chronicle (with six reporters and a news 
editor). Perhaps they would gain from utilising and acknowledging the contacts and stories of 
their smaller ‘rival’. The relationship could be mutually beneficial rather than antagonistic.

The traditional local brand names argue that the future is online but appear to just push out the 
same stuff as before, only with fewer reporters and less subbing and fact-checking. The other key 
imperative seems to be get it out there quick. ‘Be first’ is increasingly the key mantra. Lily Canter, 
a former local journalist and now a journalism tutor at Sheffield Hallam University, recently called 
the current ‘Digital First’ approach suicidal and told of her recent ‘workout’ experience at Derby-
shire Times (updating her technical skills to ensure her students receive up to date advice). She 
told Holdthefrontpage how being first with the story resulted in cutting and pasting, cutting legal 
corners and writing straight to the web with no checks (Hudson, 2104: see also, Canter, 2014). 

Her reward for noting this drew hostile comments to the Holdthefrontpage comments feed. In-
stead of her points being addressed, the majority response was personal attacks of the sarcastic 
‘tell me something I don’t know’ variety.  What such comments miss is that perhaps the most 
important asset of the local newspaper is that, unlike their view of national journalists, the public 
trust their local rag. How long will this continue with few if any checks on their online content, 
a continuing reliance on press releases, PR and syndicated material and cut and paste from other 
sources?  The response of a Johnston Press spokeswoman to Canter’s concerns was that ‘con-
sumers expect immediacy when it comes to their news consumption and journalists today don’t 
always have the luxury of time as they strive to get online quickly’ (Hudson, 2014). The spokes-
woman added that their journalists’ NCTJ pass rate of 88 percent in journalism law was proof that 
the lack of proofing was not a problem with regard to libel or contempt. One worries about the 12 
percent who fail and who are posting content without a sub-editor’s watchful eye.

The consequences for our students 

Dr Canter says that her multi-tasking duties included ‘shooting video, taking photos, upload-
ing content to the paper’s website and to social media, importing photos, writing captions and 
headlines, laying out pages, editing video and creating photo-slide shows’ (Hudson, 2014). One 
wonders where this multi-media content appeared. Despite the insistence of local and regional 
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newspaper groups that students on accredited journalism courses are taught multimedia skills, lo-
cal or regional news stories with video or audio content on local newspaper online sites are very 
much the exception rather than the rule. 

The lack of such content, and the low levels of salary offered to our highly-skilled journalism 
graduates, leads me to question why we are continuing to guide our student into local print jour-
nalism. Talking to journalism tutors, the anecdotal evidence is that fewer of our graduates are 
entering the local press. Given the decline in jobs this is inevitable, but the reasons also include 
student reaction to their work placement experience. Their range of skills is often barely utilised. 
Weeks of cutting and pasting press releases and generic content mean many are disenchanted 
by the prospect of working in a local newsroom, and more attractive and better-paid jobs in the 
booming PR industry (and even producing content for private and public sector online sites) look 
more alluring.  

The inevitable question that must be addressed is why are we still producing journalists largely 
according to the dictats of the owners and editors of a local press whose future is uncertain and 
who undervalue the tremendous skills our students bring? This is not to deny the value of ac-
creditation – NCTJ and BJTC accreditations continue to demonstrate to students, parents and the 
industry that accredited centres are providing courses with high standards. Nor is it to deny the 
value of traditional subjects like shorthand. Some broadcasters now insist on 100 words a min-
ute shorthand for successful applicants: that level of achievement demonstrates commitment and 
shorthand is still a potentially valuable skill. It goes without saying that the need for students to 
have good writing skills and be competent in media law is still essential. 

But undergraduate journalism students are emerging with online and broadcasting skills – and 
increasingly, skills in data manipulation (Long, 2014) - which the local press is underutilising. So, 
given the widely-acknowledged poor practices, we need to ask if we serve the best interests of our 
students, especially those on NCTJ accredited courses, by stressing the local newspaper as a good 
place to seek a placement or to start your journalistic career. 

Conclusion

So, what’s the future of the local press? Briefly, who knows, but it is increasingly inconceivable 
that it will be in a daily printed format. There is not one future, like the monolithic newspapers of 
the past and the future cannot be churning out copy, or more accurately ‘churnalism’. Many new 
and independent sites are setting alternative news agendas which challenge the hegemony of the 
traditional press (Temple, 2013). The online Chronicle, Sentinel, Post, etc., will not dominate the 
local news agenda and they will have to cooperate with this growing network of ‘citizen journal-
ists’ in order to survive. They may also need to swallow their prejudices and cooperate with other 
long-time ‘enemies’, and perhaps respond to the recent overtures of the BBC with regards to the 
offer of free licence-fee funded content and the BBC ‘picking up the tab for local court reporting’ 
(Plunkett, 2014). There is an increasing understanding among some industry voices that they have 
to find new ways of doing things which do not simply involve reducing their work force.  

Despite Anthony Longden’s optimism about the future for the local press, he recognises that 
unlike in previous transitions, the experiences of the past provide little guidance to the ‘future of 
journalism in general, and local news provision in particular’. Change has been ‘fast, dramatic, 
widespread and, in its earlier stages, it was completely unpredictable’. Many would disagree with 
his assertion that  ‘we have now got used to living with the problem’ but totally agree that the 
funding of all journalism ‘remains the Holy Grail [but that] once we’ve figured out how to pay the 
bill, the journey can continue’ (Longden 2013). Unfortunately, the industry has not yet figured out 
how to pay the bill while maintaining a high quality contribution to the public sphere. 

To paraphrase Clay Shirky (2009), society does not need local newspapers, but it does need local 
journalism. If local newspapers fail to provide this in sufficient depth and quality, the public will 
go elsewhere for their local journalism, perhaps to the new breed of independent citizen journal-
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ism sites. Like the News Chronicle, the Daily Sketch and the Daily Graphic, our local Heralds, 
Posts, Sentinels and Echoes have no divine right to exist. And unless they up their game, espe-
cially online, these much treasured local brands will follow the town crier and cinema newsreel 
into the footnotes of journalism history.

Bibliography

Canter, Lily (2014) ‘From traditional gatekeeper to professional verifier: How local newspaper 
journalists are adapting to change’ Journalism Education, Vol. 3 (1), pp.102-119
Clark, Tor (2014) Panel ‘The news today’, MECCSA Policy Network Conference, Chester Uni-
versity, 5 November
Gentskow (2014) ‘Trading Dollars for Dollars: The Price of Attention Online and Offline’, Ameri-
can Economic Review: Papers & Proceedings, Vol.104 (5), pp.481–488
Hollander, Gavriel (2013) ‘Local World’s David Montgomery: We will harvest content and pub-
lish it without human interface’, 21 May, http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/david-montgomery-we-
will-harvest-content-and-publish-it-without-human-interface
Hudson, Nick (2014) ‘Weeklies “cutting corners” in rush to publish on web’, Holdthefrontpage, 
27 October 2014
In Publishing (2014) ‘Sir Ray Tindle: local press returning to ‘full viability”’, 11 July, http://www.
inpublishing.co.uk/news/articles/sir_ray_tindle_local_press_returning_to_full_viability_7725.
aspx
Long, Angela (2014) ‘The coding challenge: an exploration of the increasing role of computing 
skills in journalism education’, Journalism Education, Vol.3 (2), pp.27-36
Longden, Anthony (2013) ‘How the locals were set free to self-destruct’, 12 August, http://www.
holdthefrontpage.co.uk/2013/news/anthony-longden-how-the-locals-were-set-free-to-self-de-
struct/
Longden, Anthony (2014) Panel ‘The news today’, MECCSA Policy Network Conference, Ches-
ter University, 5 November
Mair, John, Neil Fowler and Ian Reeves, Eds. (2012) What Do We Mean By Local? Grass-roots 
journalism – its death and rebirth, Bury St Edmunds: Abramis.
National Union of Journalists (2013) Future of Local Papers, December 2013, https://www.nuj.
org.uk/documents/future-of-local-papers-december-2013/
Newspaper Society (2013) ‘Readership and coverage’, http://www.localmediauk.org/Resources
Perch, Keith (2014), Keynote panel,  MECCSA Policy Network Conference, Chester University, 
5 November
Plunkett, John (2014) ‘Local papers cautious as BBC courts them with free content’ Guardian 
Online, 12 November, http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/nov/12/local-papers-cautious-
bbc-free-content
Ponsford, Dominic (2014a) ‘UK regional dailies / Sundays lose print sales at 13.5 percent year on 
year with Newsquest biggest fallers’, 27 August,  http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/uk-dailies-loses-
sales-135-cent-year-year-price-rises-make-newsquest-titles-biggest-fallers          
Ponsford, Dominic (2014b) ‘All local weekly newspapers audited by ABC in first half of this year 
lose sales’, 27 August,   http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/all-uk-local-weekly-newspapers-audited-
abc-first-half-year-lost-sales
Shirky, Clay (2009) ‘Newspapers and thinking the unthinkable’ http://www.shirky.com/we-
blog/2009/03/newspapers-and-thinking-the-unthinkable/
Snoddy, Raymond (2015) ‘The future could be bright, it could be local’ The Journalist, March/

Articles

April, pp.14-16
Sweney, Mark (2014) ‘Newsquest and Local World enjoy surge in online readership’, 27 August, 
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/aug/27/newsquest-local-world-south-wales-evening-
post-johnston-press
Talk About Local (2014) Neighbourhood News: Interim Evaluation Report for Carnegie UK 
Trust. http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?guid=dca3071c-3856-4c9d-
922c-1d1ef2aaf118
Temple, Mick (2008) The British Press, Maidenhead: Open University Press
Temple, Mick (2013) ‘Civic and audience empowerment: the role of citizen journalism’ in Rich-
ard Scullion, Roman Gerodimos, Daniel Jackson and Darren G. Lilleker (Eds.) The Media, Politi-
cal Participation and Empowerment, London: Routledge
Turvill,William (2015) UK regional dailies see sales decline by average of 10 per cent year on 
year, Press Gazette, 15 February,  http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/regional-daily-newspaper-abcs-
second-half-2014-paid-titles-lose-average-10-cent-circulations-year
Wainwright, Martin (2008) ‘The fight we must win’, Guardian Online, 27 November, http://www.
theguardian.com/media/2008/nov/17/ray-tindle-local-press-newspapers

http://wp.me/p2oQOw-6B
http://wp.me/p2oQOw-6B
file:///C:\Users\MT1\Desktop\Local%20World's%20David%20Montgomery:%20We%20will%20harvest%20content%20and%20publish%20it%20without%20human%20interface'
file:///C:\Users\MT1\Desktop\Local%20World's%20David%20Montgomery:%20We%20will%20harvest%20content%20and%20publish%20it%20without%20human%20interface'
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/david-montgomery-we-will-harvest-content-and-publish-it-without-human-interface
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/david-montgomery-we-will-harvest-content-and-publish-it-without-human-interface
http://www.inpublishing.co.uk/news/articles/sir_ray_tindle_local_press_returning_to_full_viability_7725.aspx
http://www.inpublishing.co.uk/news/articles/sir_ray_tindle_local_press_returning_to_full_viability_7725.aspx
http://www.inpublishing.co.uk/news/articles/sir_ray_tindle_local_press_returning_to_full_viability_7725.aspx
http://www.holdthefrontpage.co.uk/2013/news/anthony-longden-how-the-locals-were-set-free-to-self-destruct/
http://www.holdthefrontpage.co.uk/2013/news/anthony-longden-how-the-locals-were-set-free-to-self-destruct/
http://www.holdthefrontpage.co.uk/2013/news/anthony-longden-how-the-locals-were-set-free-to-self-destruct/
https://www.nuj.org.uk/documents/future-of-local-papers-december-2013/
https://www.nuj.org.uk/documents/future-of-local-papers-december-2013/
http://www.localmediauk.org/Resources
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/nov/12/local-papers-cautious-bbc-free-content
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/nov/12/local-papers-cautious-bbc-free-content
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/uk-dailies-loses-sales-135-cent-year-year-price-rises-make-newsquest-titles-biggest-fallers
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/uk-dailies-loses-sales-135-cent-year-year-price-rises-make-newsquest-titles-biggest-fallers
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/all-uk-local-weekly-newspapers-audited-abc-first-half-year-lost-sales
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/all-uk-local-weekly-newspapers-audited-abc-first-half-year-lost-sales
http://www.shirky.com/weblog/2009/03/newspapers-and-thinking-the-unthinkable/
http://www.shirky.com/weblog/2009/03/newspapers-and-thinking-the-unthinkable/
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/aug/27/newsquest-local-world-south-wales-evening-post-johnston-press
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2014/aug/27/newsquest-local-world-south-wales-evening-post-johnston-press
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?guid=dca3071c-3856-4c9d-922c-1d1ef2aaf118
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?guid=dca3071c-3856-4c9d-922c-1d1ef2aaf118
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/regional-daily-newspaper-abcs-second-half-2014-paid-titles-lose-average-10-cent-circulations-year
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/regional-daily-newspaper-abcs-second-half-2014-paid-titles-lose-average-10-cent-circulations-year
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/regional-daily-newspaper-abcs-second-half-2014-paid-titles-lose-average-10-cent-circulations-year
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/regional-daily-newspaper-abcs-second-half-2014-paid-titles-lose-average-10-cent-circulations-year
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2008/nov/17/ray-tindle-local-press-newspapers
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2008/nov/17/ray-tindle-local-press-newspapers


Page 80	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 81

Articles

“Too ghastly to believe”?  
Liverpool, the press  
and the May Blitz of 1941 
Guy Hodgson, Liverpool John Moores University
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Liverpool endured more air raids in the Second World War than any British city 
other than London, suffering 2,736 casualties, with a further 1,173 in neighbour-
ing areas (May Blitz, 2015). Merseyside suffered around 80 bombing raids between 
August 1940 and January 1942, the peak coming at the start of May 1941 when the 
Luftwaffe dropped 870 tons of high-explosive bombs and more than 112,000 incen-
diaries over seven consecutive nights (May Blitz, 2015). 

In one week 1,741 people from the city, Bootle, Birkenhead and Wallasey were killed (Gardiner, 
2011), which, to put this into perspective, represented nearly three per cent of every Briton killed 
in air raids in six years of war. The docks, through which 90 per cent of imported goods came into 
Britain, were the principal targets, but the damage to domestic property was considerable. More 
than 50,000 Liverpudlians were made homeless, only 15 per cent of Bootle’s housing stock was 
undamaged leaving 25,000 without a home (Gardiner, 2011), and city-centre St Luke’s Church, 
whose ruins now form a memorial to the dead, was gutted. Other important buildings destroyed 
included the Mersey Dock Office, the Corn Exchange, the city’s main post office and public li-
brary and several more churches. The casualty list could have been worse, but thousands fled to 
the countryside including the Wirral and north Wales. Maghull, a small town with a population of 
8,000 to the north of the city, had made provision for 1,750 refugees but was inundated with 6,000 
(Gardiner, 2011).

War is the ultimate news story and circulations rose during the Second World War. According 
to the Royal Commission on the Press 1947-49, the number of national daily newspapers sold in 
Britain rose by an average of 55.9 per cent from 1937 to 1947 (86.5 per cent for Sundays), but, 
paradoxically, the influence of the press declined. Radio audiences boomed so that the BBC be-
came the first point of news, and trust in the press diminished as the public, on the front line for 
an extended period for the first time, could compare their newspapers to what they could see for 
themselves (Report on the Press, 1940).1 This decline was the continuation of a process that had 
begun the First World War and is an important focus of study for journalism educators, scholars 
and anyone with an academic interest in the history of the press in Britain. Liverpool’s May Blitz 
encapsulated that gap between the printed word and what readers were experiencing, so much so 
that wild rumours about the city spread through the country. It was the ultimate indictment of the 
credibility of the press; no-one believed what was being printed so the public, in a 1940s form of 
citizen journalism, invented their own exaggerated version of the news. 

Mass Observation and Home Intelligence, two organisations used by the government to moni-

1	  By 1944 the BBC’s 9 pm news programme was estimated to reach 43 to 50 per cent of the popu-
lation and the BBC recorded its audience at 34 million (out of a population of 48 million), A. Briggs, A., 
The War of Words, 1939-45 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 43.
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tor morale between 1939 and 1945, chronicled this rising distrust and Liverpool was a particular 
point of interest. The city was visited in December 1940 and May 1941 and the Home Intelligence 
reports measure a drop from “reasonable cheerfulness” (Liverpool and Manchester, 1941) to an 
atmosphere where there was “no power and drive left in Liverpool to counterattack the Luftwaffe” 
(Liverpool, 1941). With the 75th anniversary of the May Blitz next year, this article will examine 
the reports that appeared in The Times, the Daily Mirror and the Liverpool Echo and hold them 
up to the official reports that were being read by the Ministry of Information in the first instance 
and, ultimately, by the Cabinet. 

Literature Review

 Gramsci (2005) argued that the ruling classes cannot enforce control over the population un-
less intellectual methods are used, including the media, to create an acceptable consensus and, in 
the case of the Second World War, that insisted the war had to be fought no matter the sacrifice. 
Winston Churchill, as the Prime Minister during the Blitz, had a vested interested in maintaining 
a narrative of enduring resilience and for two decades after the war his six-volume work, The 
Second World War (1952), set the template:

These were the times when the English, and particularly the Londoners, who had the place of 
honour, were seen at their best. Grim and gay, dogged and serviceable, with the confidence of an 
unconquered people in their bones, they adapted themselves to this strange new life, with all its 
terrors, with all its jolts and jars (p. 293).

His positivist argument was so persuasive that historians subscribed to the tale of unyielding 
morale until the late 1960s. Taylor, usually a challenger of historical clichés, recorded that, for 
every civilian killed, 35 were made homeless, with all the social problems that implied, yet wrote 
of “the unshaken spirit of the British people” and that the raids “cemented national unity”(1988, 
pp. 502-3). Taylor’s evidence did not come from analysis of contemporary correspondence but 
was inferred by two votes in Parliament, the second of which was the overwhelming backing of 
the suspension of the Daily Worker in January 1941. “Not a dog barked,” he wrote (1988, p. 503), 
failing to take into account the “deep sense of disturbance” expressed by the National Council for 
Civil Liberties, concerns on the political left and a number of readers’ letters that appeared in the 
Manchester Guardian and other newspapers.

The generic beatification of the British civilian in the Second World War was challenged by Cal-
der’s The People’s War (1969) that drew on oral testimony and the work of Mass Observation and, 
along with his subsequent Myth of the Blitz (1991), stated that the conventional version of events, 
while true in parts, did not remain intact when confronted by the evidence. The popular image, he 
stated, was the creation of propagandists with the willing acquiescence of the press: 

“Some journalists of the period created a myth of the Cockney wisecracking over the ruins of his 
world, which is as famous as the myth of the Few soaring into battle with laughter on their lips, 
and equally misleading” (1969, pp. 165-66). 

 Although Calder’s assertions provoked a fierce counter-reaction - Ray (1996, p. 12) described 
the 12-month period from September 1940 as an “annus mirabilis in British history” – he was 
hugely influential. In recent years modern academics have used Mass Observation and Home In-
telligence reports to revise the story of steadfast spirit and, while none has suggested that British 
morale was broken by the Blitz, they have qualified the exaggerated claims of universal selfless-
ness and enthusiastic cooperation that were made, frequently by the press. Typical of this approach 
is Ponting’s 1940: Myth and Reality which reported fluctuating morale, including “depression” 
and “open signs of hysteria” in Coventry, looting and “wanton destruction” in Portsmouth and 
Plymouth people questioning whether it was worth fighting on (1990, p. 164). Gardiner (2011) 
illustrated the state of fear that existed in 1939 when she noted that, within minutes of war being 
declared, sirens sounded over the capital, Londoners hurried to the nearest shelter and braced 
themselves for an attack. But they were not in danger; it was a false alarm; the terror and subse-
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quent relief that would mark the Blitz had begun without a bomb being dropped. Gardiner used 
many of the same sources as Calder, including Mass Observation, but covered the bombing of 
provincial cities in greater detail and provided more statistics in charting the rise in crime during 
the war. She noted: 

The Blitz has given the British – politicians in particular – a storehouse of images on which to 
draw at times of crisis… There were thousands of examples of extreme bravery, fortitude and 
selflessness. There was also a pervasive sense of exhaustion, uncertainty and anxiety, and acts of 
selfishness, intransigence and contumely (p. xv).

The role of the press in wartime has been debated at length. Carruthers (2000, p. 55) wrote that 
to maintain morale on one’s own side, and attack the opponents’, “munitions of the mind” were 
an integral part of total war and the media received their call-up with other vital industries. Ruling 
elites, she wrote, echoing Gramsci, had to generate support for the conflict and enlisted the media 
to help bolster the case. This was particularly the case in the Second World War when the British 
population was under fire and, as Curran and Seaton observed, “extensive censorship controls 
were needed, it was claimed, in order to combat the new, deadly technology of aerial warfare” 
(2003, p. 56). Newspapers, as the principal sources of news at the start of the war, became the fo-
cus of this censorship and the consequence was a shaping of content that did not sit easily with the 
self-proclaimed role of the press as public watchdog. Journalists reporting on the Second World 
War were faced with a dilemma that, Knightley (2004, p. xi) maintained, remains unresolved to 
this day:

If doing that as objectively and as truthfully as possible means writing and broadcasting stories 
damaging to their nation’s war effort, what are correspondents to do? Does the journalist within 
the correspondent prevail? Or the patriot? And what if reporting patriotically involves telling lies? 
Is that journalism or propaganda? 

That dilemma is central to this article.

Methodology

This will be a qualitative study using Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis framework (2010) 
and its application to newspapers as outlined by Richardson (2007). The publications, two national 
daily newspapers and a regional evening, were chosen because they represented publications with 
different proprietors, target audiences and political leanings. The Times was owned by the Astor 
family and was the newspaper of the establishment and a supporter of the Conservative Party. 
Its editor in May 1941 was Geoffrey Dawson, a personal friend of several leading Tory figures, 
and its circulation in 1939 was 213,000 (Butler and Sloman, 1980). The Daily Mirror, selling an 
average of 1.367 million copies a day in 1938 (Butler and Sloman, 1980), was owned by a public 
company and was aimed at the middle and working classes. It was a supporter of the Labour Party, 
was viewed disparagingly by Churchill – “It makes me spit” – and was threatened with suppres-
sion in 1942 (Margach, 1978, p. 83).2 The Liverpool Echo was controlled by local men who de-
scended from the Nineteenth Century original proprietors and had a daily sale, almost exclusively 
in Merseyside, of 236,986 in 1939 (Popular Newspapers in World War II, 2015). Originally, the 
newspaper group, that also included the Liverpool Daily Post, supported the Liberal Party but 
after the First World War became more independent in its politics (Royal Commission, 1949).

The study period is from 2 May, the first edition in which news of the raids could appear, until 
15 May, comprising 12 editions of each newspaper and allowing time for reflection in the after-
math of the week-long Blitz. The first bomb landed at 22:15 on 1 May, so deadline pressures and 
delays in relaying news from Merseyside to Liverpool would have made it virtually impossible 

2	  This followed a Philip Zec cartoon in March 1942 that that depicted a half-drowned merchant 
seaman clinging to some wreckage and carried the caption “The price of petrol has been increased by one 
penny – Official”. 
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for detailed news of the first night of raids to appear in the London-based Times and Mirror the 
following day. However, the Echo, an evening paper that appeared on the streets several hours 
after the national mornings and who had reporters in the city, would, in normal circumstances, be 
expected to report fully the previous night’s bombing and any omissions would be down to the 
censor, who was reluctant to release information for fear that it might aid the enemy by confirming 
the Luftwaffe had hit its intended target. For that reason many newspapers used vague expressions 
such as “north west town” until German sources announced the city had been raided.

Attention was also paid to the structure in reports. Normal news values dictate that the most im-
portant elements should be at the top of the story, so a report on heavy bombing should concentrate 
on the number of casualties and the extent of the damage. Any variation on this - emphasis on the 
work of fire-fighters for example - could be due to either censorship or an attempt at propaganda to 
rally morale or demonise the enemy, although the subjective judgements of reporters, sub-editors 
and editors, or the influence of proprietors, should not be entirely discounted. 

The Newspapers

The Times, which ranged between eight and 10 pages in the study period, first reported Liv-
erpool’s Blitz on 2 May, stating: “Raiders were reported over a Western town last night and in 
other parts of the country, including the Merseyside area” (p. 4). The following day there was a 
more comprehensive report, but it still comprised only two paragraphs. It stated that “many high-
explosive bombs” had been dropped, but in a clear deviance away from normal news practice, 
which would have led on the number of deaths, the copy emphasised hitting back at the enemy. 
“Night fighters were in action as well as A. A. [anti-aircraft] guns,” the piece read. “One German 
machine was shot down in a wood and a member of the crew captured. Police are searching for the 
others” (3 May 1941, p. 4). The censor would have ensured no civilian casualty numbers would 
be released; and the success did not deserve the trumpeting given that the one downed aircraft 
marked 1.5 percent of the 65 bombers over Merseyside, on 2 May (Ramsey, 1988). 

Both the above reports were on the main news page, but were close to the bottom. The first time 
the Liverpool Blitz reached the top of the page was in the edition of 5 May, although Merseysid-
ers hoping to have their suffering fully acknowledged after four successive nights bombing would 
have been disappointed. The lead story on page 4 was about a raid by the RAF on Baghdad that 
had destroyed 22 Iraqi aircraft and the report about the Liverpool raid was a single-column story 
on the far right of the page. It also emphasised success, the third headline of three claiming a 
“Night fighters’ record”, and the report read that 16 enemy bombers had been shot down, 13 by 
Fighter Command. The first indication that Liverpool was suffering came on 6 May when a state-
ment from Liverpool’s Emergency Committee acknowledged that the city had passed through “a 
serious trial” and a “crisis” (p. 2). The statement continued: “It is a great inspiration to know that 
Liverpool has not been behind other cities in its realization of the importance of maintaining the 
steadiness of our civic life.” The fact that the committee felt the need to issue the statement was 
an indicator of the city’s death toll and damage, although no numbers of the dead were published.3 
On page 4 of the same edition the newspaper mocked Hitler for announcing to the Reichstag that 
only 5,500 German troops had been killed, wounded or gone missing in Greece. “Past experience 
shows that the faking of casualty lists is part and parcel of the Fuhrer’s tactics.” The irony was, as 
this article will show later, it was the British figures, not the German, that had lost credibility with 
the home newspaper audience. 

The Times might have been hypocritical, but it could not be accused of labouring Merseyside’s 
problems because it quickly slid down a news agenda that had other priorities including the land-
ing of Rudolf Hess in Scotland (13 May 1941, p. 4). On 7 May Liverpool was mentioned, but 

3	  Gardiner (2011, p. 322)) stated that the government was “even more careful than usual” in 
making sure casualty figures in the May Blitz were suppressed to ensure the Germans did not realize the 
devastating effects of the raids.
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lower down the story and not in the same detail as a raid on Clydeside (p. 9), the following day the 
area was referred to in a report hailing the shooting down of 10 bombers (8 May 1941, p. 4) and 
by 12 May the only reference to Liverpool and the surrounding area was that it, and other heavily 
bombed areas, would be the only British cities to receive a shipment of oranges (p. 2). Two Liver-
pool casualties were reported: the deaths of the stage and screen actress and former fiancé of Fred 
Perry, Mary Lawson, and her husband Francis Beaumont, who had been visiting friends in the city 
(10 May 1941, p. 4). She was 30. 

The Daily Mirror, eight pages in each of the 12 editions, did not acknowledge Liverpool’s May 
Blitz until Monday, 5 May, when its front page carried a report on the city being bombed for the 
fourth night in succession the previous night. A more detailed report, on Saturday night’s raid, 
appeared on page 3 under the headline “Liverpool’s worst Blitz” and, while it gave greater details 
of the death and destruction than The Times, it had a strong undercurrent of propaganda. “Last 
night demolition and rescue squads were still at work,” its second paragraph read.” A heavy pall 
of smoke hung over them. They brought out many dead.” The short sentences were used to create 
impact, a literary device that continued lower down when the list of casualties read like a charge 
sheet against the Luftwaffe: a deputy matron, doctors, nurses and ambulance men. The ones who 
escaped were cast in a heroic light, so the nurses showed “exceptional courage and coolness” 
while patients “showed no sign of panic”. The contrast of the callous Germans and brave Brits 
was stark, demonstrating newspapers’ predilection to apply Van Dijk’s (2000) ideological square 
- positive self-representation and negative representation of others - in times of war. 

The surviving nurses and patients also provided examples of role models, conforming to Jowett 
and O’Donnell’s (2012, p. 299) assertion that messages are more resonant when “they seem to be 
coming from within the audience”, and the Mirror publicised another on 6 May. She was Sarah 
Mawson, 68, who had rescued her four grand-children from the bomb-wreckage of her Liverpool 
home. There was no report, just a headline, “Granny saved the family”, and a caption under a 
posed photograph on page 5 of Mrs Mawson and her relatives sitting on chairs balanced on the 
rubble. The picture, designed to embody resilience, might have been taken in the aftermath of the 
May bombings but the words suggested otherwise, referring only to “when a Blitz hit Liverpool”. 
News, by its nature, needs to be new and a journalist is taught to make reports up to date, so the 
photograph either related to an older raid, or the censor had insisted on the ambiguity. The fol-
lowing day, the role model was a “weary-eyed” Liverpudlian in his 60s who was watching rescue 
workers trying to find the bodies of his two sons amid “charred ruins” (7 May 1941, p. 3). The 
sons, both in the Auxiliary Fire Service, had been trapped after going into the building to rescue 
a fire-watcher, and the heroic narrative was underlined by the father’s wearing of “frayed war 
medals on his chest”. He refused to give his name, but was quoted as saying: “This is a war for 
nameless heroes. The lads would sooner have it that way.”

The man may have been genuine, a fiction, or an amalgam of several images by the reporter, but 
he marked a high point in terms of coverage. By 9 May, Liverpool was becoming stale news and a 
seventh successive night of bombing was marked by only a small story of 70 words on page 3. The 
number of casualties was described as “heavy” and the negative representation of the attackers 
was underlined by a list of damaged buildings: three hospitals, a maternity home and churches. It 
required celebrity status from that point for the Mirror to report on Liverpool, the May Blitz being 
mentioned only once more in the study period, a short story noting the death of Mary Lawson (10 
May 1941). Her demise merited a photograph and a place on the front page. 

The size of the Liverpool Echo, four to six pages, underlined the difficulties caused by the ra-
tioning of newsprint, and the editorial challenge of providing adequate coverage in such a limited 
space. The first night of the May Blitz was reported on 2 May, and it was not difficult to detect 
the influence of the censor or the propagandist. The story appeared inside (p. 5), when a raid on 
the city in a Liverpool newspaper would normally be the lead on the main news page, there were 
no details of where the bomb landed, nor the number of casualties, and the headlines emphasised 
the positive. The lead read “Hero in night fighter” and the sub-heads below it played down the 
effects of the bombing: “Short, sharp raid”; “Few Merseyside casualties”, “A bomber down”; and 
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“Fire-fighters again do good work”. The copy used the pejorative “raiders scuttled for home”, 
when an objective report could have used “turned” or “headed”. The following day’s coverage led 
the edition but followed a similar template, so that, although the Air Ministry anticipated a large 
number of casualties, “the Echo understands that, happily, they are not so heavy as was feared” 
(3 May 1941, p. 4). The cross heads emphasised the German crimes - “Hit a cemetery” and “Four 
hospitals” - which contrasted the targets of the RAF in an adjoining report where “fires were seen 
in the industrial areas and docks”. 

The night of Saturday/Sunday marked the heaviest bombing of the May Blitz, although the Echo, 
which did not have an edition on the Sunday, could not reflect on it until the edition of Monday 
5 May when a comment piece on page 2 praised the resilience of the air defences. Under a sub-
headline “Merseyside carries on”, it noted that 16 bombers had allegedly been shot down, adding: 
“Some of our best-known landmarks have been damaged; hospitals, churches and many houses 
have been hit and the loss of life will be heavy….that we can bring down 16 enemy planes in a 
night should indicate that our defenders can give a bit back too.” On a main news page that includ-
ed seven photographs on the Blitz, a message from the Lord Mayor, Sir Sydney Jones, asserted: 
“No efforts are being spared to see that all the services which so vitally affect the city and the life 
of the people at the present time are being maintained to the fullest possible extent” (p. 4). This 
article will show that, contrary to Alderman Jones’s assurance, an independent report revealed that 
Liverpudlians had lost faith in the local authority. 

Even though the Echo was a Liverpool paper, the interest in the raids began to dwindle, possi-
bly because the censors’ insistence on lack of detail meant that reports full of un-named civilian 
targets became repetitive. A report on 6 May introduced a literary flourish by describing a blaz-
ing Liverpool church (St Luke’s) where “the ever-changing patterns of the flames as seen in the 
many windows appearing like living stained glass”, but the reference was towards the end of a 
long report on page 6 that was led by an attack on the Rhine headed “RAF Attack Mannheim”. 
Instead of reporting the bombing there was a search for heroes: fire-fighters and an ARP [Air Raid 
Precaution] telephonist who matched “the courage of her soldier fiancé, who took part in the epic 
of Dunkirk” on 7 May; and three women who had put out fires in “one of the city’s fashionable 
shopping streets” two days later. To discover the extent of the problems in the city the reader had 
to look at a large display advertisement that urged Liverpudlians affected by the bombing to boil 
water for at least two minutes with the accompanying information: “Do not be alarmed if the water 
to your premises has the taste of chlorine. This is an indication that the purity of the supply has 
been safeguarded” (10 May 1941, p. 3). Only on 15 May (p. 4) was the newspaper able to identify 
which famous buildings that had been damaged, including Liverpool Central Library, Liverpool 
Museum and the Rotunda Theatre. Earlier mention had been prohibited.

Home Intelligence

While the newspaper reports about the May Blitz consistently stressed the fortitude of the Liv-
erpool people, another analysis of the mood of the city was less upbeat. A Home Intelligence 
inspector, who had lived there as a child and who had good links with the university, the Conserva-
tive Association, social welfare movements and the ARP, wrote a report on 22 May 1941 after a 
personal visit (Liverpool, 1940). He conceded that this was not the “penetration study” of normal 
HI reports on morale, but did include contact with a wide range of people including officials, the 
clergy, a doctor, policemen and many “ordinary people”. Interestingly for this article, one of his 
interviews was with the editor of one of the Liverpool newspapers – there were three: Liverpool 
Echo, Liverpool Daily Post and Liverpool Evening Express – but did not specify which. The au-
thor, too, was not identified but had been to “nearly every important Blitz town and studied it”. 

The report listed two most striking features: the almost universal criticism and dis-satisfaction 
with the city’s post-Blitz administration; and an atmosphere of ineptitude and a “relative lack of 
energy”. The author noted that dis-satisfaction was prevalent in most bombed cities but “never 
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from so many sources and such vehemence as in Liverpool”. He also wrote about the absence of 
vigorous reconstruction and rehabilitation:

The general feeling – it is difficult exactly to express it, but residents spoken to felt it too – that 
there was no power and drive left in Liverpool to counter-attack the Luftwaffe. It was being left 
to the citizens of Liverpool to pick themselves up. 

Elaborating on the above, the inspector made a series of observations that contradicted the resil-
ience being reported in the press. He noted that, for the first time in any town, a conversation was 
heard where “one side argued in favour of our surrender”; that morale, while impressive, particu-
larly among the young, was not good enough to stand up to further long series of raids; and of a 
“complete divorce” between key local politicians and the “worried or bewildered 99 per cent”. 
The author’s criticisms of the local authorities included lack of information, inadequate planning 
with regard to rest centres and the feeding arrangements that “completely collapsed”. Yet he noted 
that no-one had been dismissed or penalised for these confusions, “on the contrary, there is said 
to be talk of honours”. 

A cause for concern for the inspector was the spread of rumours that stemmed from the lack 
of information. The first concerned a peace demonstration in Liverpool, that has been a point of 
contention ever since. The Liverpool Echo journalist Arthur Johnson comprehensively dismissed 
the rumour in his diary (2005, p. 155) – “A man was sent to prison for a month at Manchester 
for spreading such rumours, all of which were completely baseless”– but Herbert Anderson, who 
was interviewed for the Imperial War Museum sound archive, stated: “There were small groups 
marching with banners indicating that they wanted an end to the war” (Levine, 2006, p. 412). The 
Home Intelligence inspector acknowledged that some of the most responsible people in Liverpool 
said there was substance to the story, but came down on the side of denial. “No doubt they are 
wrong,” he wrote (Liverpool, 1941). He was similarly dismissive of gossip that said the city had 
been placed under martial law and cordoned off from the rest of Britain, again blaming the local 
authorities: “Never before has the absence of information and explanation been so apparent.” As 
a consequence, when cars had been refused access into and out of Liverpool so that debris could 
be cleared from the streets, people jumped to conclusions:

From this simple source the rumour spread like wildfire. It has been heard., for instance, by one 
person in London within three hours, from a responsible MP, a BBC official, a senior civil servant, 
the editor of an important paper, and a senior officer in the Services.

He asked for stories to appear in national newspapers and the BBC to refute the rumours and for 
the speedy restoration of phone and telegram services that were still not operating nearly a fort-
night after the May Blitz. He also recommended that mobile telegram units should be sent to cities 
after they had been bombed. This, he wrote, would reduce rumour and ensure that members of the 
armed forces would receive news of their families with the beneficial consequence of improving 
morale and reducing absenteeism.

 “Have you heard about Liverpool?”
 Even in the early weeks of the Second World War, Mass Observation reported that people said it 

was “useless to buy newspapers since all the front pages were identical and could not be trusted” 
(Hylton, 2001, p. 151), and in May 1940 Home Intelligence reinforced this estimate: “The general 
curve of distrust of the news has been rising during the last year” (Report on the Press, 1940). This 
became more pronounced by personal experience. Rita Maloney, a 20-year-old clerical worker 
and Mass Observation diarist, responding to the Manchester Blitz of December 1940, was typical: 

When we heard the BBC’s summing up of our Blitz, making it sound rather like a village which 
had had a stick of bombs dropped on it, along with many others, we wondered how true the reports 
on Coventry and Liverpool were, and all the other towns. We are carrying on and “taking it” be-
cause we’ve got to, but we aren’t very happy about it (Liverpool and Manchester, 1941).
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When Coventry had been badly bombed a month earlier a Preston salesman, Christopher Tomlin, 
said people did not believe the casualty figures they were reading. “Some of my customers say: ‘If 
they mention 1,000 killed you can take it for granted there are lots more’” (Garfield, 2005, p. 413).

The danger of gossip, spurred on by a near vacuum of news, was detailed by the Home Intelli-
gence inspector in an appendix of “typical extracts” that he added to his report (Liverpool, 1941). 
The main one was from a member of the WAAF [Women’s Auxiliary Air Force] stationed near 
Preston and written on 10 May 1941. She quoted a colleague called Jean: “Have you heard about 
Liverpool?... They say people want to give in.” A second quotation was indicative of cracks in the 
veneer of togetherness:

I don’t believe it’s the people. I think it’s those wretched Irish trying to create panic. It’s very 
easy to. They’re going around shouting “Stop the War” and “We’ve had enough!” English people 
wouldn’t do that… I was told they have got martial law there, and that if anyone is found saying 
they want the war stopped, they’re shot on the spot.

Later the correspondent and her colleague hitched a lift in a lorry that had come from Liverpool. 
The following conversation was reported:

Jean: They’re saying terrible things about Liverpool. Some of the stories are too ghastly to be-
lieve.

Driver: However bad they are, they can’t be worse than the truth, that’s a fact… There’s 50,917 
dead, and God-knows-how-many wounded, just walking the streets, with their bandages on.

Jean: There’s martial law, isn’t there?

Driver: Well, not exactly. But there is a lot of military with bayonets – they’ve more or less taken 
over.

The surprise was the detail. Where the figure of 50,917 came from is unknown, but the driver, 
who said he had been taking Liverpool’s people to the county to escape the bombing, clearly had 
more belief in the source than in his newspaper. The WAAF correspondent heard similarly wor-
rying conversations, including that between two women, one of whom wanted to see relatives in 
the city. “They’ve got martial law there. There’s a lot of fifth column business, and they’ve been 
told to shoot on sight.”

Another observer, a “working man” from Leek, Staffordshire, also had a grim story. Reporting 
that general morale was “very unsteady”, he had a litany of rumours emanating from Liverpool 
including “train loads of corpses have been sent up from Merseyside for mass cremation”. The 
other rumours included: martial law in the city; homeless and hungry people marching round the 
bombed areas, “carrying white flags and howling protests”; and food riots. 

Conclusion

None of the rumours was confirmed, and the press was correct not to print them, but so much was 
withheld because of censorship and newspapers’ inclination to support the war effort that people 
would have assumed reports had been modified for propaganda purposes even if they had done. 
The disbelief, the exaggerated stories and the falling levels of trust could hardly provide a more 
damning verdict of the press in May 1941. A Home Intelligence report published in three months 
earlier (Morale in 1941, 1941), quoted a remark “(private of course) by a famous columnist” that 
read: “Journalists report the cheers. No one dare report the tears”, and this was borne out by The 
Times, the Daily Mirror and Liverpool Echo in the two weeks during and after Merseyside’s May 
Blitz. The press’s narrative could be summed up by James Kelbrick: “There were so many build-
ings just smashed to pieces – but the spirit of Liverpool was so good. There was such togetherness 
and sharing” (Levine, 2006, p. 412). But there were other stories such as Marie Price’s: 

Churchill was telling us how brave we all were and that we would never surrender. I tell you 
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something – the people of Liverpool would have surrendered overnight if they could have. It’s all 
right for people in authority, down in their steel-lined dugouts, but we were there and it was just 
too awful (Levine, 2006, p. 412).

Her story and others like it that revealed normal human reactions from people who were afraid, 
weary and fed up, were ignored by a media wary of government censure and, as with many cities 
outside London, Liverpudlians were left to feel their suffering had not been properly represented. 
Gardiner (2011, p. 167) wrote:

Aggrieved citizens felt that the singular nature of their suffering was not given due acknowl-
edgement: they just became part of the aggregate of incidents. People in Bristol, Liverpool, even 
Ramsgate, felt that it was invariably the London Blitz that was given most attention by the media, 
with an occasional exception such as the high profile raid on Coventry, while the rest of the nation 
took the usual back seat. This was clearly not good for morale.

The Home Intelligence report on Liverpool and Manchester in January 1941, stressed that the local press 
can do much for morale, but queried the inclination for positivism. Bomb victims, they wrote, wanted praise 
and emphasis, not the belittling of their suffering. The inspectors asked: “How far do the morale effects of 
Blitz censorship outweigh the military necessities of suppression” (Liverpool and Manchester, 1941). It was 
a valid question that was never properly answered and there were consequences beyond the standing of 
newspapers. Harrisson’s report (Morale in 1941) of February 1941 stated that the “intense bal-
lyhoo” about wonderful morale after each town has been blitzed had been a formula that “infuri-
ated each place in turn”. He added that the effect of the journalism was that it made it “practically 
disloyal to suggest that morale is not perfect” and that the “rosy atmosphere of 100 per cent morale 
had been so pronounced that Home Intelligence inspectors had begun to doubt their findings about 
weak morale in Manchester, Portsmouth and Bristol.” 

Newspapers did not report the worst effects of the bombing and, in so doing, undermined the 
genuine courage showed by many people; if the norm was bravery then the truly brave were just 
normal, not exceptional. The public, many of whom harbored natural concerns that fell short of 
that image of relentless stoicism, did not always relate to that ideal and, consequently, the mes-
sengers in the form of the media were met with skepticism or were simply ignored. Worse, when 
towns and cities were bombed, they caused more harm than good. In short, propaganda often had 
the opposite effect to what was intended. 

 Seven decades on from Liverpool’s May Blitz, that is an outcome worthy of consideration for 
journalism educators, who frequently confront the issue of propaganda and also stress the need 
for reporters and editors to write with the target audience in mind, but are confronted with contra-
dictory outcomes when looking back at the Home Front in the Second World War. The top-down 
model of news remained intact between 1939 and 1945, in that what appeared in British newspa-
pers reflected the views and values of an elite anxious to create an impression of universal resolu-
tion under fire. The readers at the bottom of this paradigm only embraced this narrative, however, 
when it suited their self perceptions and rejected it comprehensively when they were the victims 
of the Luftwaffe’s bombing, very notably in the case of Liverpool in 1941. 

 Yet - and this ought to intrigue anyone teaching journalism - newspaper circulations rose during 
the Second World War, even though the shortage of newsprint meant that editions were drasti-
cally reduced, in the Liverpool Echo’s case to just four pages, The press’s ability to provide en-
tertainment and divert minds from the dreadfulness and tedium of war seemingly outweighed the 
public’s disinclination to believe what they were reading. So, to paraphrase C. P. Scott’s famous 
statement about news values, were facts sacred? Or were the British public prepared to come to an 
unspoken agreement about what they were reading, accepting that, like so many other commodi-
ties, accurate reporting of the Blitz was rationed to help the war effort? The evidence suggests 
they were.
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Genesis and Dissemination:  
Some Thoughts Concerning  
Journalism as Knowledge
By Pradeep Nair, Harikrishnan Bhaskaran and Navneet Sharma 
all of Central University of Himachal Pradesh, Dharamshala, 
India

This article attempts to explore the viability of journalism as academic research, 
asking the unasked question about the mandate of Journalism as theory, practice 
and in praxis. 

Though the question has been much discussed and debated from different perspectives by the 
stakeholders of the discipline, this article argues that the present mandate of journalism and its his-
tory shows that it is mainly aimed at knowing knowledge or disseminating knowledge to empower 
people or to help them develop perspectives than producing knowledge, unlike the mandate of 
academic research. Different traditions and discourses through which Journalism has evolved into 
a practice and discipline and the ideals and ideologies  guiding it as a profession or passion, envi-
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sion it as a major force that facilitates the public sphere by catalysing dissemination, classification 
and verification of information/knowledge. This article argues that the functions of Journalism 
as a professional practice is disseminating knowledge rather than ‘producing’ knowledge per se.  
Journalism as a discipline, practice and praxis does not produce knowledge in as much as it en-
gages with the adaptation, accumulation and acclimatization of knowledge produced.    

The discourse of journalism has raised questions about its practice and output as falling within 
the conventions of academic research.  This article will attempt a philosophical enquiry into the 
epistemic question of whether Journalism functions as a producer of ‘new’ knowledge, which, we 
argue, falls more within the ambit of academic research. 

 We shall not address the question of legitimisation and dissemination of knowledge though these 
do raise pertinent questions about knowledge, and knowledge as ‘justified true belief’ (O’Connor 
& Carr 1982; Berger & Luckmann 1966, p3) which is to be explored in the paradigms of epis-
temology, sociology and political economy. Instead, while not affirming that only ‘theorization’ 
– as in academic research - constitutes production of knowledge, we submit that the ‘production’ 
of knowledge, which is the primary role and function of academic research, may not be the most 
important element in Journalism. The important elements of journalism described by Golding and 
Elliot (1979) and Merritt (1995) are public service, objectivity, autonomy, advocacy and ethics. 
Kovach and Rosenstiel (2014) further identify obligation to truth, loyalty to citizens, verification, 
and independent criticism as elements of journalism. According to them, the most important ele-
ment is to “provide people with the information they need to be free and self-governing.”

Various scholars have tried to explain journalism as a profession and its role in society from 
different perspectives (Allan 2005; Allan 2010; McNair 2009).  Functional theorists have charted 
four major functions of the ‘press’ in society, which include surveillance  (collecting and dis-
tributing information); correlation – (explaining, interpreting, and commenting, transmission of 
the social heritage); and communicating social norms and providing entertainment (Weiss 2009, 
p574-579).  Kovach and Rosenstiel (2014) argue that “Journalism was for building a sense of 
community, which the government could not control.” However, they observe that the norms of 
the trade or the definition of journalism has stretched in the digital era where technologies have 
enabled easy access to abundant information and multimedia delivery platforms. However, they 
observe that “the purpose of journalism is defined not by technology, nor by journalists or the 
techniques they employ, but by something more basic: the function that news play in the lives 
of people” (Kovach & Rosenstiel 2014). The issues and concerns important to the discourse and 
discipline of journalism are seldom philosophical or are least epistemological.  It might raise axi-
ological issues and take a normative stance, but theory and theorization about knowledge and its 
production is less of a focal point for journalism than in academic research. 

Whether the output of Journalism as a professional practice can be equated to academic research 
is highly contentious among journalism academics who have attempted to draw parallels between 
the two (Duffield 2009; Weaver & McCombs 1980).  We would, however, argue that the present 
mandate of journalism and its history shows that journalistic practice is mainly aimed at know-
ing knowledge or disseminating knowledge to help the public develop perspectives of the world 
around them, than in actually producing ‘new’ knowledge.  It is important, however, to emphasize 
that knowing or dissemination of knowledge, which is akin to validation, classification and cat-
egorisation of knowledge, and is epistemically equivalent to the production of knowledge, is still 
distinguishable as free from stipulated paradigmatic constraints for the production of knowledge, 
whether scientific, linguistic or socio-cultural.  

  The jury is still out on whether journalism outputs should qualify as academic research as de-
fined by university research committees and grant agencies (Bacon 2006; Duffield 2009; Niblock 
2012). The research studies in the form of pre-doctoral and doctoral thesis submitted to the De-
partments of Mass Communication and Journalism of Indian Universities in last decade are most-
ly impact assessment studies on various conventional sub-disciplines of Journalism, Advertising, 
Public Relations, Television and Radio Production. This information is collected from 25 central 
and state universities which are offering pre-doctoral and doctoral programmes in Journalism 
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and Mass Communication. Few studies have tried to explore the increasing human involvement 
in constant advancement in communication technologies. As in the West, specific studies have 
not been done so far to critically interpret the new emerging forms of media as technology and 
as source of information and media content. At the same time, studies conducted by independent 
media organizations and research institutions also were not able to develop a critical and practical 
knowledge of how audiences interact with the media and how media influences human behaviour, 
choices, and decision making abilities. The course work conducted for the students of research 
degree programmes by the State and Central Universities of India were not able to engage the 
students in a theoretical and methodological understanding of the social and psychological impact 
of evolving media applications like social networking, digital broadcasting, and how they are 
practiced for socially constructive purposes. 

After the new guidelines for award of research degrees formulated by the University Grants 
Commission (UGC) in 2009, the statutory body of Government of India to co-ordinate, deter-
mine, and maintain university education standards, the approach to conduct research studies at 
University level is going through a radical change. Some premier media institutions in India like 
Anwar Jamal Kidwai – Mass Communication Research Centre (AJK-MCRC) of Jamia Millia 
Islamia and Mudra Institute of Communication Ahmedabad (MICA) have started practice-based 
PhD programmes which relie on a model of experimentation where the researcher is supposed to 
think through art. This research is already introduced in the journalism schools of the Universities 
in the West and now the journalism schools in India are also taking the initiative to bridge the gap 
between research and practice. It is seen as a new mode of knowledge creation which integrates 
theory and practice. The primary aim of this research is to create ‘knowledge’ through art practice 
rather than through some scientific inquiry, which journalism is already doing and to articulate it in 
the historical and theoretical context, which academic research is expected to do. The introduction 
of Practice-based research in Indian Universities should encourage the journalism practitioners to 
situate their practice within a theoretical framework which will be constructed by using their own 
understanding of critical discourses. In this kind of research, practice is the major component of 
research process and it will be considered as the end product. The requirement is to contextualise 
the practice in the form of a written academic thesis which is a mandate for a University system.   

The idea of journalism as having the major mandate of facilitating democracy by empowering 
people by ensuring free flow of information was equally shared by journalists and non-journalists 
as well. The idea of journalist as gatekeeper was again not based on production of knowledge, or 
about deciding to produce what knowledge, but rather about deciding what information to transfer 
and what not to disseminate in the society. And this particular idea about the role of journalism is 
becoming faded with the phenomenon of information getting more accessible in the digital era, 
even for common people. However, still, as Kovach and Rosenstiel (2014) observes, the role of 
journalism in the digital era or internet era may have changed from one of informing to that of 
verifying.  The process of verification, authentication and classification are the secondary level at-
tempts equally important and relevant as primary production of knowledge. According to Kovach 
and Rosenstiel (2014), journalists now have a set of new roles to play, which are not similar to the 
traditional one of information dissemination, but a set of closely related tasks - as an authentica-
tor of information, as a sense maker who brings some order to the chaos of information overload 
by putting it in context. This approach admits that the role or the purpose of journalist is largely 
changing or is being transgressed in the networked era. So, in this perspective, new roles such 
as journalists as curators, as empowerers, community builders or forum leaders are emerging. 
Many of these roles, if examined closely, reveal that they mainly depend on the traditional idea 
of journalist as information disseminator who empowers and facilitates the democratic discourse. 
Whereas, the National Academy of Sciences have clearly mentioned that the role of research is 
to discover and extend human knowledge of physical, biological and social world beyond what is 
already known by using scientific methods. 

Looking at journalism’s definitions, it can be seen that many scholars have placed the idea of the 
mandate of Journalism close to the idea of it being a mediator. For instance, scholars like Dons-
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bach (2010), while looking into the question of what is journalism, have identified three distinct 
traditions in the profession which answers this question. One of the strongest among them – the 
public service tradition – according to him, focuses more on the idea of journalism as “telling 
about events, supplying novelty, and, from the process, discerning factual truth.” However, ‘nov-
elty’ and its supply are not to be perceived as in the Kunhian approach to the ‘extra ordinary sci-
ence’ (Kuhn 1970) but as value of being exclusive. The definition of Research is more concerned 
about the creation of new knowledge and or the use of existing knowledge in a new and creative 
way so as to generate new concepts, methodologies and understandings. This could include syn-
thesis and analysis of previous research to the extent that it leads to new and creative outcomes 
(Australia Research Council 2008, p1). 

Journalism as a profession, whereby a profession is a practice by a group who shares a cognitive 
knowledge base and codes of practice, which are taught by the educational institutions of that 
specific profession (Örnebring 2010, p38-42), has seen the emergence of exclusive Journalism 
Schools as Institutes and Departments in the Universities. The presence of professional associa-
tions is also a factor which helps a practice to get the identity of a distinct profession. The ideals 
and idea about the commercial viability of journalism as a distinct profession do depend on a set 
of similar codes of practices like news values, idea of objectivity (though challenged and debated) 
and certain ethical norms. Looking at journalism as a professional practice, as many journalism 
historians suggest, the identity of journalism as a professional practice originated from the public 
service tradition of journalism (Donsbach 2010, p38-42). The importance gained by news and 
facts with the rapid progress of democratic systems supported and facilitated by capitalist inter-
ests, according to Donsbach, turned journalism into a “professional service whose unique selling 
proposition is the validation of assertions about reality with a high degree of responsibility.” The 
economic tradition of journalism exclusively focus on the products of journalistic practice as cul-
tural products of commercial viability and about making profits by their mass dissemination. The 
goal, in this tradition, is about giving people infotainment products which they vie for and are de-
cided by the economic interest of owners of the corporate media houses (Donsbach 2010, p38-42).  

Though academic research is supposed to be free from commercial interests, it has been ob-
served that the shrinking public funding for academic research and the funding agencies’ inter-
est on targeted research, have brought down the growth of fundamental research (Geuna1999). 
Apart from interests of funding agencies, another economic factor which influences the kind of 
knowledge produced from academic research is academic publishers and the monopolised ranking 
and indexing systems. Biesta (2012), examining the political economy of academic publishing, 
observes that knowledge production and dissemination is strongly influenced by academic pub-
lishing houses. The point is that journalism and academic research are influenced by the commodi-
tisation of their respective products, but the influencing factors are very different.   

The subjective tradition of journalism focuses more on individuals who used the technical capa-
bilities of media to disseminate information about ideas or political rights they were advocating 
(Donsbach 2010, p38-42). This subjective tradition, often takes the practice closer to the idea 
of a passion than that of a profession. In line with the idea of journalism being the corner stone 
of creating the public sphere which encourages plurality of voices (Habermas 1962) and thus, 
empowers the democratic process, many journalists considered themselves as freedom fighters 
who fought for democratic values, freedom of expression, etc. It is the influence of this tradition 
that brings in the question or practice of journalism as something of a passion rather than that of 
a profession. Being passionate about a concept, idea or set of ideas makes one an activist or ideo-
logue. However, though there is no knowledge ever produced even in sciences which is bereft of 
stance and influence yet an academic research vouches for unfound neutrality which is hailed as 
for objectivity in Journalism. 

According to Donsbach (2010), the subjective tradition counts the journalist as an individual 
writer who advocates for certain values while the public service tradition expects the journalist to 
be a professional practitioner who verifies and provides vital information with high responsibility. 
It is this second tradition that brought out objectivity as a major value in the practice of journalism. 
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In Journalism discourse, objectivity has been mostly discussed and debated in and around subject 
and object, fact and values, etc. Journalism practitioners often criticize it by saying that it is very 
demanding as it sets some strict ethical standards that forbid viewpoints, analysis and interpreta-
tion and adhered to non-biased factuality (Ward 2010, p137-152). Whereas the philosophers reject 
the concept of journalistic objectivity by saying that it presents a ‘non-perspectival perspective’ 
by doing things not accepted philosophically (Nagel 1986; Putnam 1990). From a positivistic-em-
piricist point of view of academic research, there are a set of values or norms which validates the 
practice and legitimises the output as knowledge, or as justified true belief. This includes norms of 
scientific inquiry which suggest that it should be objective, replicable, cumulative and systematic 
(Wimmer & Dominick 1994, p11-13).     

Thus having a  contrast with academic research, journalism is mostly seen as a medium-depen-
dent form of communication rather than a discipline and its existence is seen as an epistemic prac-
tice providing knowledge of current affairs. Journalistic products such as news stories or editorials 
are mostly accepted by the academic world as representation of reality. This representation of real-
ity is known as a social practice in which known knowledge is disseminated and left further to the 
perspectives and interpretation of the readers/audiences (Kaplan 2010; Schudson 1990). Journal-
ists produce news stories within the accepted conditions of justification of Journalism. The knowl-
edge claims in the news stories are mostly not verified but are justified by citing bureaucratically 
credible sources and following the other conventions of objectivity. In research, the truth claims 
are mostly defended by the researcher by some empirical methodology.  Journalism practitioners 
often argue that the absolute sense of objectivity cannot be treated as it is in journalism despite 
journalists often striving for it. As far as the disciplinary sense of objectivity is concerned, there 
are certain parallel between journalism as a practice and as an institution. Journalism as a practice 
mostly abides by a set of professionally shared values and epistemic norms, but as a disciplinary 
sense of objectivity, it is more close to professional practices like medicine and law. So in the case 
of journalism practice, a neutral view is mostly absent, and the sought for epistemic authority in 
journalism, trustworthiness and credibility, is attributed to the producer of news (newspapers, 
channels, websites) rather than to the medium of transmission (Haskell, 1998). 

The dialectical sense of objectivity in journalism as a practice is more on knowledge as know-
ing, rather than knowledge as doing and acting in the world (Megill 1994, p1-10), which comes 
closest to academic research. Whereas, the procedural sense of objectivity is more subjective in 
journalism as the news-stories are mostly produced on the belief/or the existing knowledge of the 
journalist who is covering the event, rather than based on some scientific methodologies/tech-
niques of gathering the fact. There are correct and incorrect ways to cover a news event, and the 
regular editorial meetings, the fact-checking processes are routines for ensuring correctness. The 
objective and mandate of journalism as a practice is to bring things out of obscurity, interpret them 
rationally and explain complex events and phenomena, summarizing the essential (Ward 2004). 
Thus journalistic inquiry moves towards judgements better supported by evidence and argument 
whereas the academic research is more tuned towards a logical explanation of all the observed 
behaviour. 

Journalism, in its historicity, beginning with printed newspapers in the seventeenth century 
through to the live 24 X 7 news channels, engages with the adaptation, accumulation and accli-
matization of produced knowledge. Its freedom from the constraints of ‘producing’ knowledge as 
mandated for academic research needs to be celebrated with a more scrupulous questioning of the 
legitimisation, distribution and dissemination of knowledge for a pan-egalitarian edict of journal-
ism rather than for academic armchair scholarship.

References

Allan, S. (2005) Journalism: Critical issues. Maidenhead. England: Open University Press.
Allan, S. (2010) Making News Truth, Ideology and News Work. In: Allan, S. (eds). News culture. 

Comment & criticism

Maidenhead: McGraw-Hill/Open University Press.
Australia Research Council. (2008) ERA Indicator Descriptors. Available from www.gov.au/pdf/
ERA_Indicator_Descriptors.pdf [Accessed: 19/01/2015]
Bacon, W.  (2006) Journalism as Research? Australian Journalism Review. 28 (2). p. 147-157.
Berger, P.L. & Luckmann, T. (1966) The Social Construction of Reality. NY: Doubleday. 
Biesta, G. (2012) Knowledge/democracy: notes on the political economy of academic publishing. 
International Journal of Leadership in Education: Theory and Practice. 15 (4). P. 407-419. DOI: 
10.1080/13603124.2012.696705
Donsbach, W. (2010) Journalists and Their Professional Identities. In Allan, S. (eds). The Rout-
ledge Companion to News and Journalism. NY: Routledge.
Duffield, L. R. (2009) A News Story as Big as a Doctoral Thesis? : deploying Journalistic Meth-
odology in Academic Research. Communication, Creativity and Global Citizenship. Australian 
and New Zealand Communication Association Conference. July 2009. Kelvin Grove, Brisbane: 
Queensland University of Technology.
Geuna, A. (1999) The economics of knowledge production: Funding and the structure of univer-
sity research. Cheltenham [England]: E. Elgar.
Golding, P. & P. Elliott. (1979)  Making the News. London: Longman. 
Habermas, J. (1989) The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a cat-
egory of Bourgeois Society. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.
Haskell, T. L. (1998) Objectivity is not Neutrality: Explanatory Schemes in History. Baltimore: 
The John Hopkins University Press. 
Kaplan, R. L. (2010) The Origins of Objectivity in American Journalism. In: Stuart, Allan. (eds). 
The Routledge Campanion to News and Journalism. NY: Routledge.
Kovach, B., & Rosenstiel, T. (2014) The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople should know 
and the Public should expect. New York: Three Rivers Press.
Kuhn, T. S. (1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
McNair, B. (2009) Journalism and Democracy. In: Wahl-Jorgensen, K., & Hanitzsch, T. (eds). The 
handbook of journalism studies. New York: Routledge.
Megill, A. (1994) Introduction: Four Senses of Objectivity. In: Megill, Allan. (eds). Rethinking 
Objectivity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Merritt, D. (1995) Public Journalism – Defining a Democratic Art. Media Studies Journal. 9 (3). 
p. 125-132. 
Nagel, T. (1986) The View from Nowhere. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Niblock, S. (2012) Envisioning Journalism Practice as Research. Journalism Practice. 6 (4). p. 
497-512. DOI: 10.1080/17512786.2011.650922
O’Connor, D.J. & Carr, B. (1982) Introduction to the theory of Knowledge. Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press. 
Örnebring H. (2010) Reassessing Journalism as a Profession. In: Allan, S. (eds). The Routledge 
Companion to News and Journalism. NY: Routledge.
Putnam, H. (1990) Realism with a Human Face. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Schudson, M. (1990) Origins of the Ideal of Objectivity in the Professions: Studies in the History 
of American Journalism and American Law, 1830-1940. New York: Garland Publishing. 
Ward, Stephen J.A. (2010) Inventing Objectivity: New Philosophical Foundations. In: Meyers, C. 
(eds). Journalism Ethics: A Philosophical Approach. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Ward, Stephen J.A. (2004) The Invention of Journalism Ethics: The Path to Objectivity and Be-
yond. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press. 



Page 96	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1 Volume 4 number 1	 Journalism Education	 page 97

Comment & criticism

Weaver D. H. & McCombs, M. E. (1980) Journalism and Social Science: A New Relationship. 
Public Opinion Quarterly. 44. p. 477-494.
Wiess, D. (2009) Journalism and Theories of the Press’. In:  Littlejohn, S. W., & Foss, K. A. (eds). 
Encyclopaedia of Communication Theory. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.
Wimmer, R.D. & Dominick, J.R. (1994) Mass Media Research (6th Ed.). NY: Wadsworth Pub-
lishing Company.

Book Reviews

Reviews 
The reviews pages are edited by Tor Clark. If you have a 
book you would like to review or have come across a new 
book we should know about please get in touch. Also if 
you have recently had a book published and would like to 
see it reviewed, please contact Tor on tclark@dmu.ac.uk

Welcome to our biggest ever Reviews Section
by Tor Clark, Reviews Editor, De Montfort University, Leicester.
Welcome to the biggest most eclectic Reviews Section yet published in Journalism 

Education. 
A huge thank you to our growing band of new reviewers as well as the stalwarts from 

past editions, all of whom have rallied to the appeal in the AJE Newsletter to get involved 
in our journal by reviewing books which will be of interest to both Journalism academics 
and their students.

This edition features a hot-off-the press review of Jean Seaton’s newly-published, widely cov-
ered and critically acclaimed Pinkoes and Traitors, a history of the BBC in the 1970s and 80s. Find 
out what all the fuss is about as reviewer John Mair enjoys her meticulous scholarship and brings 
back a few memories.

Meanwhile, Sarah Chapman appreciates the contrasting fortunes of the Freedom of Information 
Act Ten Years On in another new book, this time a collection looking back on a decade of  FoI, 
co-edited by Tom Felle and John Mair.

Still focusing on newly published works, Alan Geere salutes the rich context to the global media 
environment offered by established and respected authors Oliver Boyd-Barrett and Cees Hamelink.

Many of us will have received review copies of Key Readings in Journalism and not known quite 
which reading list to put it on. Emma Hemmingway offers us a pointer or two on its value across 
a range of possible courses.

The Reviews Section never forgets either Journalism’s rich history or our coverage on both sides 
of the Irish Sea, and regular reviewer Michael Foley combines both these areas in a useful double 
review of two new texts covering Irish publishing history. 

Gary Hudson reviews the latest edition of Tony Harcup’s Principles and Practice of Journalism 
while to acknowledge the new expanded Reviews Section, this edition offers readers not one, but 
two Classics from the Journalism Bookshelf. Prolific author of many valuable Journalism texts 
Richard Keeble, salutes the Journalism scholarship of David Deacon of Loughborough Universi-
ty, in his classic text about the reporting of the Spanish Civil War. Meanwhile top media consultant 
David Hayward, formerly head of Journalism at the BBC College of Journalism, directs us to Bad 
Science, a now classic text illuminating all that’s good and bad in science journalism, to prevent 
today’s journalists repeating some of the mistakes of the past in this crucial but complex area.

To get involved in the next Reviews Section of Journalism Education, either to suggest a text for 
review or offer a review, contact Reviews Editor Tor Clark at TClark@dmu.ac.uk
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Pinkoes and Traitors: The BBC and the nation  
1974-1987

by Jean Seaton
Review by John Mair, editor or joint editor of 13 recent books on aspects of journalism, including 
Freedom of Information at Ten, reviewed elsewhere in this section

The BBC is at the crossroads. It is facing the biggest existential crisis of its 90 year 
old life. Both the licence and the Royal Charter will be up for grabs after the general 
election. The BBC could start 2017 with a clean, or even an empty slate.

The corporation needs friends in high places to survive. When the charter and licence fee come 
up for debate later this year many will be gunning for the BBC’s scalp. The Tories naturally dislike 
what they view as state, left-wing, non-commercial broadcasting. Labour are not exactly onside 
either.

But worse for the Corporation, the umbilical cord that tied to the nation to the BBC and the li-
cence fee shows perilous signs of breaking. There has simply been one scandal too many. There is 
also the paradox of choice brought about by the Murdoch TV revolution, though fans of Murdoch 
fail to point out the BBC licence fee costs just three months of an average subscription to Sky. The 
BBC is having to fight for air space, audience and its very life. 

Time for friends in the academy to stand up. Jean Seaton is the official historian of the BBC fol-
lowing in the footsteps of the great Asa Briggs. Her long awaited new book ‘Pinkoes and Traitors’ 
is simply brilliant. It looks at the BBC, warts and all, in a critical period - the Thatcher Years. The 
BBC was lucky to survive the ‘Blessed Margaret’ and did so only thanks to the beneficence of a 
succession of ‘liberal’ Home Secretaries protecting it 

Seaton’s book is thorough but it is also well written and a cracking read. Her sources are primary 
- interviews with the movers and shakers - as well as the opening up of official BBC and Govern-
ment records for the first time.

She understands the BBC and understands it is about making programmes for people to listen to 
and watch. Great programmes made by great programme makers, often maverick and sometimes 
crossing all sorts of lines. 

She could have done the exercise as a dull chronology, instead she does it by programme and 
genre themes. She salutes the big hits like Eastenders, Life on Earth, That’s Life and their delib-
erately populist appeal which justifies the licence fee. But she understands and explains the range 
and universality elitist pieces like Smiley’s People, Boys from the Blackstuff and The Proms. To 
justify itself the BBC has to serve audiences from cradle to grave. It is ‘Our BBC’ or it is nobody’s.  
As she observes the Corporation is poor at communicating its virtues to the captive audiences it 
attracts day after day.

In times of crisis, wars and big national events, the BBC comes into its own and is the default 
choice of the nation. It is then the national broadcaster. It is here the pinch points and territory 
skirmishes with politicians occur far too often

Maggie showed her militant anti-BBC tendency over the reporting of her zenith, the Falklands 
War in 1982. The BBC dared to be equivocal calling ‘our boys’ ‘British Soldiers’. She virtually 
had to held back from turning her armed forces on Broadcasting House. When ambushed on a 
Nationwide phone-in the next year by an ordinary citizen with extraordinary knowledge of the 
Belgano sinking, she was livid as was husband Denis in the Green Room. The title ‘Pinkoes and 
Traitors’ comes from one of his more publishable comments about the BBC.

Some of the ‘storms’ over the BBC came unexpectedly. A central problem was that the BBC 
never properly ‘got’ Margaret Thatcher and the values she stood for. With both her and Mary 
Whitehouse, they hoped if they ignored them, they would go away. They did not. The ‘metropoli-
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tan liberal’ values the BBC represented were not those of Finchley Woman. 
The BBC in full flow is a sight to behold. It shows it off at general elections with its blanket 

results coverage. ‘Auntie’ showed her best over Band/Live Aid in 1984/5. That started with a 
stunning tear-jerking news item on famine in Ethiopia by Michael Buerk on October 23 1984. 
This as Seaton reveals was set up as a ‘spoiler’ to an ITV documentary which did not appear due 
to industrial action. That was picked up by Bob Geldof turned into an Xmas appeal record which 
raised £8m for famine relief. Live Aid raised £100 million. That could not have been done without 
the BBC. This was public service at its very best.

I read this book almost in one sitting it was that good. But, as always, there is a but. Proof reading 
might have been sharper. Is Mark DamazEr or Mark DamazAr, he was never editor of Newsnight 
nor was Tim Orchard. There are several small errors like these, but all correctible for the paper-
back edition.

But these are minor flaws in a work of monumental scholarship; a popular readable history of the 
modern BBC. Jean Seaton deserves huge praise for delivering it. For anybody with more than a 
passing interest in the media and the big beast of the BBC past, present and future, this is a must-
read.
‘Pinkoes and Traitors’ The BBC and the Nation 1974-1987 by Jean Seaton, Profile 
Books, 2015, 384pp, £30 ISBN 978-1-84668-474-6.

Media Imperialism  by Oliver Boyd-Barrett

GlobalCommunication  by Cees J Hamelink

Reviews by Alan Geere, Southampton Solent University

For many of us, the road from journalist to academic is a minefield of dead-ends, u-
turns and blind alleys. At first the language is strange, the language tortuous and the 
concepts hard to grasp.
So, it’s important to find a friend early on in the research process who can hold a meta-

phorical hand and shine a light on the difficult path ahead.
Two veteran thinkers, Oliver Boyd-Barrett and Cees J Hamelink, have been just that 

torch to many of us taking our first steps down that course. And now they have both 
published important new volumes looking at the media from an imperialist and global 
perspective.
In Boyd-Barrett’s Media Imperialism the opening chapter ‘Redefining the Field’ is a 

useful primer, defining both ‘media’ and ‘imperialism’ before going on to conclude by 
just page 14 that media imperialism “should not be thought of as a single theory but as a 
field of study that incorporates different theories about the relationships between media 
and empire”.
Despite having set his stall out so early the author does not disappoint those readers 

looking for background and context. Innis, Schiller and Chomsky get their just rewards in 
the chapter on ‘Classic Approaches’ and there are historical perspectives ranging from the 
sinking of the USS Maine in 1898 to the current War on Terror.
The most dynamic chapter is ‘Towards Digital Media Empires’, taking in a thorough 

appraisal of media output from news, movies and television through to music, software 
and computer games. While these areas are a fast-moving target this section provides a 
reliable snapshot for any student grappling with the complexities of this field.
Boyd-Barrett’s conclusion ‘New directions for the study of media and empire’ makes 

it clear media imperialism has far from run its course. Acknowledging the ‘weaponized 
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manifestations in robotic, drone and cyber warfare’ he concludes that “...communications 
infrastructures will continue to be critical to both the exercise of power and resistance to 
it, both materially ands ideologically”.
This is a solid volume, not overlong at 181 pages and divided into readable chunks. 

There is nothing fancy to it, written in traditional academic style with a useful index as 
well as bibliography. Students looking for an introduction to media imperialism as well as 
those seeking an update on current thinking will not be disappointed.

Cees J. Hamelink is a Dutch media thinker and commentator and never one to embrace the status 
quo. His ingenious volume provides a source of both information and inspiration on the ‘complex 
terrain of global communication’, as the book’s cover blurb calls it.

Each of the 13 chapters starts with an ‘inspirational source’, a veritable who’s who of media 
minds from Innis and Schiller (yes, them again) through to Galtung and McLuhan. Leicester’s 
own James Halloran, who was instrumental in the success of the Centre for Mass Communica-
tion Research, gets a look-in as does Austrian composer Joseph Haydn, who Hamelink says was 
“constantly a great source of inspiration for thinking and writing about global communication”.

Each of the elegantly argued chapters comes with a ‘Reading spotlight’ highlighting particularly 
relevant texts, online resources via the publishers website, further reading and an innovative re-
search assignment.  

In the preface Hamelink describes this feature as trying to combine standard academic require-
ments with the “possibility of creative thinking, innovative exploration and the art of posing ques-
tions”.

This is an accessible book for the novice and experienced researcher alike. Always readable 
and often provocative Hamelink cements his own position as one of the most pre-eminent world 
thinkers in this field.
Media Imperialism by Oliver Boyd-Barrett, Sage, ISBN 978-1-4462-6820-4, ISBN 
978-1-4462-6871-1 (paperback) RRP Hardback £70.00, paperback £23.99
Global Communication by Cees J Hamelink, Sage, ISBN 978-1-84920-423-1, ISBN 
978-1-84920-424-8 (paperback) RRP Hardback £70.00, paperback £23.99

Key Readings in Journalism
by Elliot King and Jane L Chapman
 
Reviewed by Emma Hemmingway, Nottingham Trent University,

Key Readings in Journalism is a fascinating digest which presents an ensemble of 
more than 30 extracts from journalistic writing and research from which every jour-
nalism student would benefit.

It is structured clearly with sections that move logically from the development of journalism as both a 
practice and as a recognised craft, to a section which seeks to show students how to do journalism day to day. 
These readings include Herbert Gans’ Deciding What’s News, Martha Gellhorn’s il-
luminating and personal experiences of war reporting during WW2, and it concludes 
with the beautifully crafted but razor-sharp prose of Woodward and Bernstein’s All the 
President’s Men, detailing their investigation, which brought down President Nixon. 
A biography section includes the work of Lincoln Steffans, Vicki Goldberg and Carl Rowan who the 
book rightly credits The Washington Post as dubbing America’s most visible black journalist during 
the 1950s. This was a journalist who witnessed and worked in an era still uninitiated in the rite of pas-
sage that was to become America’s civil rights movement, and then continued working into the early 
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80s and 90s, where such issues as race, poverty and inequality were still so prevalent in a so-called 
developed America. I would have relished more writings from the early years of Rowan’s career, 
though his audacious and sometimes bombastic observations of the Reagan era are also thrilling. 
Although the book is arranged thematically to enable students to explore broad themes within journal-
ism such as its development as a profession, its everyday routines and practices, its role within the wider 
society of the time and how key individuals and institutions play a role in that social fabric, yet it is also 
very much a ‘dip in and read’ volume as each section is self- contained, and engaging of and in itself. 
It is this aspect of the book which from my experience as a journalism lecturer is the most at-
tractive element for students. It is also what makes it such a key text for many varied journalism 
modules ranging from journalism practice, ethics and regulation, global journalism, journalism 
history, war reporting and documentary practice.

If I have any criticism of this fine publication, it would be in the way in which each of the 
sections, wherein the individual extracts stand alone, are introduced and explained. Each is 
supplemented by a preface which seeks to provide historical context to the following extracts, 
and to broaden their appeal and resonance by situating them within a wider social and histori-
cal field. It is here the book could have taken on a bolder pedagogic role in terms of engag-
ing students with the development of journalism from such key readings, to what they will 
witness today and in their lives as working journalists, should they go on to practice the craft. 
With a slighter clearer explanation as to the agenda of some of the writings through-
out the book, I would suggest this may encourage students to engage with other, some-
times even oppositional readings, be they content analysis, or more pragmatic, ethnograph-
ic studies of news that have become more popular. This is a volume that is presenting ‘key’ 
readings in journalism - but by ‘key’ are we actually saying ‘classic’ as more modern day 
practices or readings of journalism are not presented in this volume? There may be no in-
tention to do so, but it could seek to engage more with contemporary debates very easily. 
Once again take Carey’s fascinating extract on the use of the telegraph in news produc-
tion. A few paragraphs in the preface to this extract would immediately permit the stu-
dent to engage not only with the more classical readings of journalism presented here, 
but to recognise the relevance to today’s journalism these key readings afford and signify. 
This is but one example of where a theoretical nod to the future, or a signpost for the student as to 
how such key readings have also paved the way for that future to be built as we recognise it today, 
would add further resonance and a crucial currency to what could otherwise be simply described 
as a beautiful crafted view of journalism history.

This book offers so much more. I would embrace a future edition of this publication that did provide 
such a parallax whereby we might glimpse back into the illustrious past of journalism endeavour and 
by doing so, recognise the strands of its struggles and triumphs in its uncertain but fascinating future, so 
as well to develop further theoretical methods by which to explore and study journalism practice today. 
 
Key Readings in Journalism by Elliot King and Jane L Chapman, Routledge, 2012, ISBN 978-0-
415-88027-5, 413pp

FOI 10 Years On: Freedom fighting or lazy journalism? 
Edited by Tom Felle and John Mair 
Reviewed by Sarah Chapman, Staffordshire University

The Freedom of Information Act has been a valuable tool for journalists for 10 years 
and this book examines the Act’s importance and its impact on newsrooms through 
a series of essays.

In my experience as a lecturer who teaches first-year students of journalism about how the Free-
dom of Information Act works, I have noticed how this is an especially daunting subject to the 
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aspiring journalist. Students lack confidence in challenging authorities, such as police forces and 
local councils and are unsure as to where to begin.

The real gem in this book is the essay by investigative journalists Guy Basnett and Paul McNa-
mara – ‘Uncovering the state’s secrets: how to use FOI effectively (by two experts in the trade).’ 

The two trade experts go on to explain with the utmost clarity how they routinely use FOI to 
uncover the sort of things our public bodies would not want us to know about. They explain how 
their FOI requests have resulted in jaw-dropping exclusives - how foetuses were incinerated as 
clinical waste, how police have shot children as young as 12 with Tasers and how vulnerable 
young people have vanished from council care. 

Not only is this the sort of inspiring journalism that makes you want to punch the air as a reporter, 
but the duo tell us plainly and simply how to get the most from FOI requests by generating ideas 
and using the Act smartly and effectively. It is well written and clear.

Backing up the valid points made by them is another practical guide from online journalism 
expert Paul Bradshaw, who offers practical advice for reporters on how to make the Act work for 
them.

Adding to those crucial tips is a piece by veteran BBC journalist and producer Martin Rosen-
baum, who writes about his extensive experience of using FOI and how public authorities have 
responded, drawing out lessons for media requesters on what works and what does not.

And this is where the problem of this book lies. It successfully gives FOI novices hints and tips 
for how to use the Act, but the rest of the content left me wondering who the target market for this 
book is. Is it a book for academics or is it a practical guide?

Understanding FOI is vital to journalists and by reading this book, we have 200-plus pages that 
provide an in-depth analysis on how the Act was introduced in what former Prime Minister Tony 
Blair described as his ‘biggest mistake,’ providing the essential context for how the FOI Act is 
used by journalists. An insight into the global perspective is also, helpfully included. It’s a good 
read for FOI geeks like me, but there is not enough practical information to commend this book to 
students on NCTJ courses about using FOI effectively.

It might be the reason why the book falls between two stools in its purpose is because, as the title 
suggests, the editors cannot decide whether the FOI Act is freedom fighting or lazy journalism.

There is plenty of cheerleading about how FOI symbolises freedom for reporters to uncover the 
failures of our public bodies, but this is contrasted with the assertion the Act is used as a ‘fishing 
expedition’ and this is ‘lazy journalism.’ Several of the essays, including a particularly trenchant 
one from Alan Geere, conclude local hacks are far from being switched on to the full potential of 
the Act and in many cases don’t use it at all.

This book provides a good background from worthy and knowledgeable contributors about FOI 
in the decade since it has been used by journalists. The stand-out essays for me were the practical 
guides by journalists who have used FOI to excellent effect. But it’s perhaps the problem alluded 
to in the title which means the overall result is a little mixed. 

The book cover may be reminiscent of Joy Division’s seminal album Unknown Pleasures, but it 
falls some way short of being of equal classic wavelength.

FOI 10 years on: freedom fighting or lazy journalism? Edited by Tom Felle and 
John Mair, Abramis Academic Publishing, 302 pages, ISBN 978-1845496463, RRP 
£19.95 (paperback).

Book reviews

Periodicals and Journalism in Twentieth Century Ire-
land. By Mark O’Brien and Felix M Larkin (ed)

Newspapers and Newsmakers: The Dublin Nationalist 
Press in the Mid-Nineteenth Century By Ann Andrews

Reviewed by Michael Foley, Dublin Institute of Technology, and founding chair of the Newspaper and 
Periodical History Forum of Ireland

Not long ago it would be hard to find any decent histories of the press or journalism 
in Ireland.  The fact Brian Inglis’s Freedom of the Press in Ireland, 1784-1841 still 
holds sway is testament to that, as Inglis’s elegantly written work was published in 
1954. 
In recent years that has begun to change and there is now a growing list of books being published. 
The first of the two books under discussion is somewhat typical in that it is a collection of essays, 
very popular in Ireland, as if historian and journalism scholars see the essay form as a quick way 
to fill the void. The second, Ann Andrews’ work is different as she has delved into the earlier part 
of the 19th century, whereas most work currently being undertaken has been in the later period.
Periodicals and Journalism in Twentieth Century Ireland is a somewhat eccentric work, which 
includes Colum Kenny on Arthur Griffith’s many editorships and so does not deal with one peri-
odical at all, and ends with Kevin Rafter on Magill. The path to Magill goes via An Claidbheamb 
Soluis agus Fáinne an Lae by Regina Uí Chollatáin to the scholarly study of DP Moran and The 
Leader by Patrick Maune to Sonja Tiernan’s study of the suffrage journal, the Irish Citizen, edited 
Francis Sheehy-Skeffington and James Cousins and then the short lived, The Worker, edited by 
James Connolly by James Curry.
Ian Kennealy’s study of the Irish Bulletin between 1919 and 1921 is probably best described as 
a public relations publication as it was sent to journalists from the head of propaganda for the 
first Dáil (Irish parliament) Desmond FitzGerald and not available in your corner newsagent. The 
Irish Stateman’s survival was dependent on centrist opinion winning, which says Ian d’Alton, ‘by 
the summer of 1920, they were evidently not’. Felix Larkin, unsurprisingly, given his interest in 
cartoons has an excellent essay in Dublin Opinion, while the two essays on the Capuchin Annual 
and The Furrow, by Sonya Perkins and John Horgan respectively give an insight into two very dif-
ferent Catholic periodicals. Horgan is fascinating on how The Furrow managed to weave his way 
through the minefield of Catholic Church censorship and the creative balancing act in reporting 
the papal encyclical, Humanae Vitae.  
Mark O’Brien in his study of The Bell suggests it was the beginning of what he calls Documen-
tary Journalism, or social issue journalism while the last three essays on Hibernia, Hot Press and 
Magill, were concerned with issues of the 1980s and 1990s, the rush to modernity, the social, 
political and moral battles.  Not only did they report and comment on the issues, but were part 
of those same battles. They had little concern about nation building or the nature of Irishness, as 
obsessed some of earlier periodicals.  Hibernia, Hot Press and Magill were vehicles for strong 
journalism and, became nurturers of journalistic talent.
There is little coherence in terms of choice of periodical chosen for inclusion, but that is the 
charm. It reads like an alternative history of modern Ireland and a volume which includes both 
the Capuchin Annual, a conservative Catholic periodical, and Hot Press, still Ireland premier rock 
music publication, must be welcome. 
Ann Andrews’ work steps into an earlier period, dominated by the Great Irish Famine. She has 
used a study of newspapers and journalism to delve into the start of modern Irish nationalism and 
shows the centrality of the newspaper to building the modern political movement. Many of the 
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Journalism: Principles and Practice (3rd edition) Tony 
Harcup 2015 Sage ISBN 978-1-4739-3033-9
Reviewed by Gary Hudson, Staffordshire University

This is simply the best book for journalism students and their teachers that I have 
ever seen.  That may seem like a sweeping statement, but it took some time to reach 
that considered opinion and I hope to justify it.

Just over a decade ago Tony Harcup raised the bar when he used an innovative split-page tech-
nique to marry the often conflicting interests of journalism practice and the theoretical and ethical 
environment in which journalists operate. He has now upped the ante again with the e-book ver-
sion of the third edition.

There are two new chapters – predictably one on ethics and another on social media – a refreshed 
and updated text retaining the helpful split-screen approach, no photographs, but lots of graphic 
symbols. In those graphics lies the hidden treasure that makes this edition so special.

I say hidden advisedly, because of the time-consuming aspect of my quest. If Blind Pew had 
knocked on my door bearing the black spot it is unlikely it would have led to a lengthier treasure 
hunt. And this was no rollicking pirate adventure but a rather tedious engagement with invalid 
engagement tokens, clunky drop-down boxes, password refusals and verifications and ultimately 
a string of communications with an online help desk.

In short, the instructions pasted into the front cover of the hard copy about how to download your 
‘FREE eBook’ are woefully inadequate. The helpline chap lived up to his job description by being  
extremely helpful and redeeming the code for me to download the book onto my iPad. I have no 
idea how he did that and after three days of the darker arts of online engagement, I still have no 
idea where to download the eBook from. But I now have it and it is a revelation.

Assuming you don’t suffer the same delays as me (and I am sure the publishers are learning from 
their mistakes), you are in for a treat – almost a one-stop shop for all journalism training. There are 
links to the relevant sections of academic journals, interviews with practising journalists, online 
articles, the BBC Academy and – unguarded by Ben Gunn - a treasure chest of other sources. 

There are better books on the mechanics of modern journalism, particularly on the use of broad-
cast and online technologies, but the practice of journalism within an ethical and theory-based 

A classic from the Journalism bookshelf: 
 
Bad Science by Ben Goldacre
Review by David Hayward, Hayward Black Media consultancy and Coventry University, previously 
BBC College of Journalism head of journalism.

Bad Science by Ben Goldacre is one of those books you pick up and simply can’t put 
down, apologies I’m fully away this is a terrible cliché, but it is. 

It caused a very frosty atmosphere for me one holiday, when I metaphorically went missing for 
a couple of days, lost in the world of the MMR hoax, homeopathy, snake oil salesmen, rogues, 
charlatans and Dr Gillian McKeith PhD. 

Written in 2008 it was revelatory. It spoke out against the prevailing misunderstanding of science 
and statistics by journalists and the media as a whole. 

Along with ‘The Tiger that Isn’t: Seeing through a world of numbers’, by Michael Blastland 
and Andrew Dilnot, see review in previous issue JE 3(2), it became a vital tool for any journalist 
who wanted to better understand the world.  The recommendations on the front page of my well-
thumbed edition say a lot about it.

“The most important book you will read this year, and quite possibly the funniest too.” Charlie 
Brooker and  “Bad Science introduces the basic scientific principles, to help everyone to become 
a more effective bullshit detector.” Sir Iain Chalmers, founder of the Cochrane Library.

At the time the book was first released, it would have been perfectly fine for journalists to admit 
they knew nothing about science or statistics. This was okay because journalists were then and 
still are predominantly arts graduates. 

Why then, did we not listen to scientists and take what they were saying seriously? There was an 
air of arrogance about journalism and the news industry. Eloquent speakers were far more likely 
to be believed than people who actually knew what they were talking about.  

The MMR debacle or hoax is an excellent example of this. Chapter 15 of the book is dedicated 
to it, as Ben Goldacre says, 

‘…. It is the proto-typical health scare, by which all others must be judged and understood. It has 
every ingredient, every canard, every sleight of hand, and every aspect of venal incompetence and 
hysteria, systematic and individual.’ 

I’m not being preachy here. I count myself in the ranks of the many journalists, editors and pro-
ducers who got the story wrong. 

I was an assistant editor at BBC Midlands Today, when the MMR ‘crisis’ was at its height. We 

framework is nowhere better expressed. And Harcup still finds time for the quirky quote boxes. I 
would have felt cheated if the priceless gem from Chico Marx were missing (yes, Chico not Grou-
cho): “Who you gonna believe, me or your own eyes?”

The cover of this third edition is uninspiring, amateurish even, with black and gold lettering on 
bright yellow, and the spine is slightly presumptuous with the title reduced to “Journalism … 3rd 
edition”.

But that title is all I am likely to see of the hard copy, as it is the electronic version I am most 
likely to consult. Slightly worryingly, the instructions suggest the embed code allows 24 months 
free access to the eBook. What happens after that? Do I have to buy the book again? It would 
probably be worth it, although preferably without what John Lennon described as the ‘stockade 
and that’, or the online equivalent of hiding in a barrel of apples.

publications she mentions might have been short lived, but they contributed to the movement that 
eventually led to independence 70 years later. 
The newspapers of this period played a huge role in the development of a public debate about 
nationalism, but also left a legacy of writing by men such as James Fintan Lalor, John Mitchel, 
Charles Gavan Duffy, who would influence a later generation of nationalists.  
This is an original study of the press, something many historians have ignored or whose role has 
been misunderstood, and a valuable contribution to the historiography of Irish nationalism and 
19th century Irish history.  It is an important work in that the press generally before 1850 has 
tended to be neglected by press historians. 
Periodicals and Journalism in Twentieth Century Ireland, by Mark O’Brien and 
Felix M Larkin (ed), Four Courts Press, Dublin, 240pp, ISBN 978 1 84682 524 8,
€55.
Newspapers and Newsmakers: The Dublin Nationalist Press in the Mid-Nineteenth 
Century, by Ann Andrews, Liverpool University Press, 286pp
ISBN 978 1 78138 142 7, £70. 
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A classic from the Journalism bookshelf: 
British News Media and the Spanish Civil War by David 
Deacon
Reviewed by Richard Lance Keeble, Lincoln University

While cooped up in a Barcelona hotel during the Spanish civil war in 1937, George 
Orwell noticed a “fat Russian agent cornering all the foreign refugees”. With his 
typically droll wit, Orwell added: “I watched him with some interest, for it was the 
first time that I had seen a person whose profession was telling lies – unless one 
counts journalists.” 

Yet Orwell’s quip obscures an extraordinarily rich tapestry of journalistic endeavour which Da-
vid Deacon is at pains to reveal in some considerable detail in his British News Media and the 
Spanish Civil War (Edinburgh University Press, 2008). For me, this text is an example of journal-
ism research at its very best. Reviewing it for the European Journal of Communication in 2009, I 

would do story after story about the dangers of the MMR vaccine. It was received wisdom that the 
combined jabs were dangerous and the Government was misleading us. We had the evidence in Dr 
Andrew Wakefield’s study. It fitted the story narrative and we wanted to report it. 

When the scientific community, overwhelming came out with evidence-based contradiction to 
the study, we as journalists and the media ignored the boffins in spectacles and leather elbow 
patches. Instead we took the views of vocal columnists as gospel. It was one of the worst examples 
of science reporting and I am embarrassed to have been part of it. 

This is just one of the issues Bad Science tackles. With precision and clarity it tells us what is 
right and what is wrong about homeopathy, health scares, bad stats and how the media promote 
the public misunderstanding of science.  

Thankfully the world of science journalism has improved radically over the past six or seven 
years. I don’t think it’s over stating things to say, a lot of this is down to Dr Ben Goldacre. 

Some excellent work has taken place since. The Royal Statistical Society spent considerable time 
and money holding training programmes for journalists. Fiona Fox and the science media centre 
are fearsome advocates for excellence in science reporting, and the BBC College of Journalism 
has some exceptional advice on its website.  

Add in the work of Jim Al-Khalili, Brian Cox and the brilliant site IFL Science (it stands for “I 
fucking love” science) and the world of understanding and giving respect to scientists is a very 
difference place to 2008. 

There is still some way to go. We remain susceptible to rogue surveys and quack cures, if they 
make a good headline. But things are improving and a lot of that is because of Bad Science. 

The last word must go to one of the best put downs I have read in any book or article. It’s about 
the media darling of nutrition and stool inspection Dr Gillian McKeith PhD. It’s at the beginning 
of chapter 7, titled Dr Gillian McKeith PhD. 

“I’m going to push the boat out here, and suggest that since you’ve bought this book you may 
already be harbouring some suspicions about the multi-millionaire pill entrepreneur and clinical 
nutritionist Gillian McKeith (or to give her full medical title: Gillian McKeith)”

Bad Science by Dr Ben Goldacre, Harper Collins, 2009, 338pp, £12.99
ISBN: 978-0-00-724019-7  

described it as a ‘brilliant, concise and original study’ bursting with insights and ideas.
The book could, indeed, serve as a useful primer for research students given the way in which 

it combines both qualitative and quantitative research methods so imaginatively. For instance, a 
table lists the news agencies credited – accounting for 15 per cent of all news items. Those most 
commonly used were Reuters (481 items), British United Press (198), Associated Press (50) and 
Exchange (48). Ninety per cent of the articles on Spain were news items, while features and com-
mentaries accounted for only 1 per cent, readers’ letters 4 per cent and leader columns 5 per cent. 
Deacon concludes (p. 119): “…these general distributions demonstrate that ‘news’ about the war 
dominated ‘views’ about it, something that contrasts with contemporary trends in the British press, 
where columnists and opinions abound.”

Another chapter concentrating on women correspondents provides a list of all the 23 women 
who reported from Spain together with the sectors in which they worked. Eighteen were based in 
the Republic sector only – including Dorothy Parker, of New Masses, Gerda Taro, of Ce Soir, Vu 
and Life, Paula Leclerc, of the Daily Telegraph, and Elizabeth Wilkinson, of the Daily Worker. 
Rather than describing the drama and horrors of open combat, women’s reports focused more on 
the impact of the war on ordinary people and their everyday lives. But Deacon stresses that this 
observation should not serve to demean and patronise women’s contributions. “Although highly 
educated, these women lacked status within their occupational field and were often reliant on the 
sponsorship and support of male colleagues and editors. This restricted their news gathering op-
portunities both in terms of access to senior political figures and physical mobility. Thus, their 
interests in reporting the impact of the war on everyday lives was, to some extent, a case of mak-
ing a virtue of necessity” (p. 79).

The text is fascinating in the way in which it delves deep into the archives of such organisations 
as Reuters, Manchester Guardian, News International and the BBC. For instance, in a chapter on 
the news management strategies of the Nationalists and Republicans, Deacon quotes from a Reu-
ters editorial memo dated 4 May 1937 to report that in late 1936, Franco issued a decree that any 
journalist who had reported from the Nationalists’ side ran the risk of being executed if they were 
later captured by the Republicans. 

Deacon, moreover, identifies a complex mix of attitudes amongst the journalists – describing 
them as either propagandists, partisans, sympathisers and agnostics. Amongst the first group he 
lists Louis Fischer (the Nation) and Jim Lardner (New York Herald Tribune) who joined the 
Republican International Brigades. Claud Cockburn, of the Daily Worker, was, like many of the 
propagandists, a member of the Communist Party, and he regularly invented stories for their mili-
tary and political advantage. Partisans were those journalists who were passionately committed 
but had an associative rather than formal relationship with a cause or party. On the Republican 
side, for instance, there were such iconic figures of twentieth-century journalism as Robert Capa, 
Ernest Hemingway and Martha Gellhorn. Continuing to explore the subtle distinctions, Deacon 
identifies the sympathisers as those journalists whose support for the cause “was more measured 
and conditional” than that of the partisans. Finally, the agnostics were those reporters who stressed 
their “professionalism” and focused on the war’s intrinsic value as a news story. 

Paul Preston’s We Saw Spain Die: Foreign Correspondents in the Spanish Civil (Constable and 
Robinson, London, 2008) is another vital text which draws extensively on diaries and personal 
correspondence to provide a marvellously detailed narrative. More recently, Amanda Vaill’s Hotel 
Florida: Truth, Love and Death in the Spanish Civil War (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014) has 
provided a glitzy, romantic account of the adventurous journos (such as Hemingway, Gellhorn, 
Capa and Taro) and press officials (Arturo Barea and Ilsa Kulcsar) who congregated at the Hotel 
Florida, Madrid, during the conflict. Read together, these books offer fascinating insights into 
the world of the press corps Orwell deliberately ignored while he was fighting for The Cause in 
Catalonia.

British News Media and the Spanish Civil War by David Deacon, Edinburgh University Press, 
2008, Hardback: 196pp. ISBN 978-0-7486-2748-6
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Information for contributors
We accept original articles about journalism education and topics linked to journal-
ism and education that are not offered for publication elsewhere at the time of sub-
mission. Articles for peer review should be in the range of 5000-7000 words. 
Articles for Comment and Criticism should be shorter at about 3,000 to 4,000 words.
The copy deadline for the next issue is: Aug 30, 2012 but material sent earlier would be 
appreciated. Articles should be submitted to the editors at ajejournal@gmail.com together 
with a 100-150 word abstract. Comment and criticism articles can be more polemic and 
do not require an abstract.

Presentation and submission: 
Articles should be produced in Word format, double spaced and set in Times New Roman 
12pt with the minimum of formatting. Please do not press the “enter” button to put a dou-
ble space between paragraphs and do not use specialist templates. Referencing should be 
in standard Harvard form with citations in the form: (Simmons 1955, p404) whilst notes 
should be set as endnotes.

Book Reviews: 
Reviews of appropriate books should be approximately 400 words. We do not accept unsolicited 
reviews of books, but are always grateful to be given the opportunity to consider a review propos-
al. Please contact Tor Clarke, the reviews editor, if you wish to submit a review. All book reviews 
should include author, title, ISBN number, publisher, number of pages and price.

Presentation and submission: 
All tables and figures should be produced separately either at the end of the article or in a 
separate file. Each should be clearly labelled Tab1e 1:…..  Table 2…… Fig. 1:…. Fig. 2:  
etc and a note inserted in the text identifiying approximately where it should be placed.

Copyright: 
Authors should confirm they have cleared all copyrighted work for publication and agree 
that they will indemnify the editors against claims for defamation, copyright infringement 
or plagiarism. All authors will be asked to sign a contract confirming this.

Process: 
Papers are sent to at least two referees for comment. On return your paper will be ac-
cepted, accepted following editing as identified by the referees or refused.  Comment and 
criticism pieces and book reviews will be decided by the editors but may be accepted on 
the basis that they are edited as identified.

Proofs: 
Once accepted, authors are expected to return proofs within 72 hours of receipt.

Editorial

mailto:ajejournal@gmail.com


Page 110	 Journalism Education	 Volume 4 number 1

Journalism Education
The Journal of the Association for Journalism Education
The Asssociation for Journalism Education is a subject discipline member-
ship association of journalism schools in higher education institutions in the 
UK and Ireland.

Volume four, number one. Inside this issue:

Articles
Computational journalism by Liz Hannaford, Manchester Metropolitan University
Reporting US2012: Using Facebook to Communicate by Ann Luce and Matthew 
Charles, Bournemouth University
Chasing the Accreditation Dream by Lily Canter, Sheffield Hallam University
Learning the lessons of Leveson by Chris Frost, Liverpool John Moores University
The Death of the Local Press by Mick Temple, Staffordshire University
“Too Ghastly to believe?”Liverpool, the Press and the May Blitz by Guy Hodgson, 
Liverpool John Moores University

Comment and criticism
Genesis and dissemination: Some thoughts concerning Journalism as Knowledge by 
Pradeep Nair, Harikrishnan Bhaskaran and Navneet Sharma, all of Central University of 
Himachel Pradesh, Dharamshala, India, 

Reviews
Pinkoes and Traitors by Jean Seaton, reviewed by John Mair; Freedom of Information Act 
Ten Years On co-edited by Tom Felle and John Mair reviewed by Sarah Chapman; Media 
Imperialism, by Oliver Boyd-Barrett and Global Communications by Cees J Hamelink, 
both reviewed by Alan Geere; Key Readings in Journalism by Elliot King and Jane L 
Chapman is reviewed by Emma Hemmingway; and Periodicals and Journalism in Twen-
tieth Century Ireland by Mark O’Brien and Felix M Larkin (ed) and Newspapers and 
Newsmakers: The Dublin Nationalist Press in the Mid-Nineteenth Century are  reviewed 
by Michael Foley; Journalism: Principles and Practice 3rd edtn by Tony Harcup reviewed 
by Gary Hudson.
Classics from the Journalism Bookshelf: British News Media and the Spanish Civil 
War by David Deacon reviewed by Richard Keeble and Bad Science by Ben Goldacre 
reviewed by David Hayward

ISSN: 2050-3930
Journalism Education is published by the Association for Journalism Education and 
you can contact the editors on AJEjournal@gmail.com


	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack

