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Neutrality and values in journalism
A theoretical concept for journalism studies, borrowed from
value sociology
Abstract: Neutrality in journalism is an oft-demanded ideal and an established quality criterion. Yet the term is rightly criticized as being too vague;
even some studies work with imprecise definitions. This is surprising, given
that – as this paper shows – neutrality certainly can be differentiated from
related terms and understood as an impartial presentation of the topics
selected and researched. However, the way the values that neutrality brings
with it are understood is also heterogeneous. In order to better understand
this aspect, this paper borrows from value sociology to propose separating
social values from the value of an object and, in the same way, understanding
the process of valuing in the sense of attribution and evaluating in the sense of
weighing up. This paper recommends that this approach be integrated into
journalism studies and thus that the influence of values on journalism be
comprehended with greater precision.

1. Neutrality – important for journalists and their audience
Neutrality is considered one of the central standards of journalism. In fact, linguist Kaspar von Stieler was advocating neutrality in journalism as far back as
1695, arguing that it could be achieved by separating news from opinion (Schwiesau 2016: 2; Geuß 2018: 23).
Right up to the present day, studies show that the majority of journalists in
Germany see neutrality as particularly important in their profession. One example is a representative study of journalists in Germany conducted in 2005, which
found that »almost 90 percent of respondents want to inform their audience
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neutrally and accurately« (Weischenberg/Malik/Scholl 2006: 355f.). According to
a more recent representative study on journalists in Germany, »the professional self-image still [remains] dominated by the role of a neutral communicator«
(Steindl/Lauerer/Hanitzsch 2017: 419), with slightly more respondents in agreement with this statement than against.
Recipients also name neutrality as a quality criterion they want to see in journalism (Rusch 2017: 517; Newman/Fletcher/Schulz/Andı/Robertson/Nielsen 2021:
41). But some results appear contradictory, with respondents expecting journalism both to be neutral and to promote values: »For both the population and the
journalists, however, it is not just about neutral information and communication: Both sides also consider promoting tolerance and cultural diversity to be
important« (Loosen/Reimer/Hölig 2020: 30). This demonstrates once again that
recipients are a heterogeneous group with different expectations – just one of
the reasons why, especially when it comes to reporting on disputed issues such as
the climate emergency, migration, Black Lives Matter, or the war in Ukraine, discussion ensues at various levels in Germany on whether journalism is succeeding
in remaining neutral, or indeed should (cf. Brüggemann/Frech/Schäfer 2022: 7;
Krüger 2021; Barfuss 2020; Matzat 2022). Instead, there are calls for journalism
to take a stance – something that critics fear actually means giving a view (cf.
Welchering 2020).
On the other hand, papers that examine neutrality repeatedly come to the conclusion that »neutrality does not exist« (Herrmann 2021) – or at least, »absolute
neutrality does not exist« (Barfuss 2020). Although it is a desirable ideal, they
argue, it is not feasible. Or it has limits that run along particular values like red
lines (Lilienthal 2020: 44). The fact that people have differing ideas about the
extent to which the ideal is feasible may be due to the imprecise definition of
neutrality. After all, although it has clearly been a standard in journalism for a
long time, neutrality remains largely unspecific (Ojala 2021: 2043).
The aim of this theoretical paper[1] is to define the concept of neutrality more
precisely and provide impetus for further empirical research. In order to examine the concept of neutrality more closely, the paper will first demonstrate how
neutrality differs from related concepts, which facets define neutrality, and why
neutrality is considered desirable as a marker of quality. Building on this, the
paper will explain that journalism studies would gain a great deal more insight
by considering not neutrality but evaluations in the presentation of reporting
journalism. In this, evaluations should not be understood as breaks from the
norm, as presentations struggle to do without these. For this consideration,
value sociology will be used as the basis for first steps towards demonstrating
1

Many thanks to Uwe Krüger for encouraging me to transform my master’s thesis into this paper and for
taking the time to edit it.
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what may be understood under societal values and how these differ from the
individual value of a process, object or person.
As a further starting point, the paper will argue that it would make sense to
differentiate between value attributions and evaluations when analyzing journalistic work in the context of the neutrality norm. This differentiation makes
it possible to investigate and understand differences between the evaluations in
more detail.

2. Related concepts
While neutrality itself is rarely the focus of theoretical and empirical work,
other quality criteria are the subject of broad and critical analysis in scientific
discourse. One example is balance, which has been investigated for its occurrence, origins, and effects in the context of false balance (cf. Boykoff/Boykoff
2004; Brüggemann/Engesser 2017; Benham 2020). Even in academic papers that
examine neutrality, concepts of neutrality rarely extend beyond demands for
the separation of news and opinion (Arnold 2008: 499, 2009: 196ff.; Voigt 2016: 53;
Westerståhl 1983: 420). What exactly the authors mean by this is not accurately
defined, and often becomes mixed up with related demands. One example of this
mixing is the four concepts of (1) objectivity, (2) balance, (3) impartiality and (4)
independence, which sometimes are even used synonymously (e.g. in Bilke 2008:
11). It may be true that they are related and it is not always necessary to differentiate between them in everyday usage (McQuail 1992: 201). Nor are the other terms
defined uniformly. Yet the concepts certainly can be kept separate from one
another and used for different aspects in research. In order to consider neutrality
as a norm more closely, the terms are differentiated from other terms here. This
distinction prevents misunderstandings borne out of the attribution of different
meanings.
1. Objectivity in journalism can be understood as the most accurate presentation possible of intersubjectively perceptible phenomena, in which journalists attempt to give up their own particular perspective in favor of an overarching one (cf. Schultz 2021: 25-26). Assuming that journalism constructs
reality, it could be put this way: Objective journalistic work should be independent of the journalists; subjective influences should be left out. If one
believes journalism to be a human action in which new and relevant factual
topics are researched, selected, and presented (cf. Meier 2018: 14), both the
research and the selection and presentation should be based on objectivity.
2. Balance, on the other hand, relates to the selection of the positions, perspective, or experts presented, between which there should be a realistic
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ratio and balance (cf. Hopmann/van Aelst/Legnante 2011: 244; Maurer/Jost/
Haßler/Kruschinski 2019: 21).
3. Impartiality refers to the requirement that journalists should not belong
to a conflicting party on whom they are reporting. However, it can also be
understood as an interaction between balance and neutrality (Westerståhl
1983: 420). Journalism should not give preference to any party, in the sense
that no party should appear more often in the reporting or be evaluated
more favorably (cf. Arnold 2016: 555).
4. Distinct from this, independence does not mean avoiding belonging to or a
preference for one party in a conflict, but instead that journalists do not rely
on the goodwill of others. Regardless of the influences to which journalists
are subjected, the result of the journalists’ work is the same (Arnold 2016:
553). In connection with credibility towards the audience, independence
can also mean that journalists select topics without influence, rather than
taking interests outside their profession as a guide for what they report on.
A free choice of topics allows journalism to prove its independence to its
audience; it has a duty to no-one but the principle of the public sphere, and
that in itself makes journalism credible (cf. Pöttker 2010: 115).
In contrast, neutrality is directly linked to the presentation of journalistic
work, as described below. It relates to how journalists communicate information,
with the normative standard demanding that they should present it without
value judgment. Where there are calls to stop valuing information, this gives rise
to the counter-question of what valuing means. In an academic context, it would
also be important to clarify how valuing in journalistic work can be investigated.

3. Neutrality
The call for neutral reporting accompanies journalists right from the beginning
of their careers, not least in the text books they use. These text books thus lay the
foundation for the way many practitioners view neutrality. In his introduction
to practical journalism, for example, Walther von La Roche considers value neutrality within the framework of objectivity. When it comes to news, he claims,
the rule that everyone in journalism accepts is »no comment« (Hooffacker/Meier
2017: 104). At least in the informative part of journalism, it is important that this
standard is adhered to – there is enough time and space for personal opinions
afterwards, he argues. This opinion must be clearly separated with a recognizable layout or a separate title. The reason von La Roche gives for this separation is
that journalists’ judgement can never be totally free from subjectivity; personal
comments are expressed unconsciously in individual valuing words, and this
must be avoided. Instead, he argues, journalists should allow the opinions of
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others to be represented. It is possible to examine and prove intersubjectively
whether or not an actor expressed certain opinions (Hooffacker/Meier 2017:
104–105).
Research on journalistic quality also returns to the neutrality norm time
and again, often noting the democratic theory aspect of neutrality: Journalism
should enable its recipients to form their own opinion (Schönbach 1977: 20–21;
Arnold 2016: 552). This standard presents normative overlap with objectivity, balance, independence, and impartiality: Neither influential groups nor the journalists themselves should manipulate their audience. Recipients should be presented with reality in as unadulterated a form as possible, in order to empower
them as citizens to address problems in society through democratic structures.
There should be no place for »subjective valuations in journalistic presentations
of reality« (Mothes 2014: 54). Instead, actors could present critique and evaluation in the articles. In this interpretation, neutrality would be »merely an objective and impersonal form of presentation« (Voigt 2016: 53). The separation of
news and opinion is then »to be understood more as a separation between one’s
own and external aims in communication« (Schäfer-Hock 2018: 59).
However, it is also possible to argue that the choice of topic itself contradicts
the ideal of reporting without personal valuation, even before the report itself
comes into being. Neutral reporting is impossible, argues Arnold, because the
»problem of selection and relevance« (Arnold 2009: 198) itself demands subjective evaluation. When journalists address one topic and do not cover another as a
result, they are evaluating relevance. Yet despite this, there are frequent calls for
journalists not to use valuation, at least in news texts (Arnold 2009: 56).
Other analyses also focus on the language used. Fahr states that »objective,
impersonal language« (Fahr 2001: 25) is an aspect of neutrality, and that violating this indicates a tendency that can be measured by speaking for or against
something (Fahr 2001: 83). McQuail (1992: 233) argues that part of the definition
of neutrality is avoiding sensationalist reporting and instead reporting in a »dispassionate, cool, restrained and careful« way. Sensational presentation that targets emotions – including excessively dramatizing or personalizing content – is
far removed from this, he argues. Neutrality thus stands in direct opposition to
the need to attract the recipients’ attention. As a result, it is easier to achieve the
ideal of neutrality when the journalists are aware that the recipients are already
highly motivated by the topic (McQuail 1992: 233). In this context, he continues,
stereotypes and comparisons are particularly relevant. Although they are also
needed for simplification in short news stories (McQuail 1992: 234f.), they are also
associated with positive or negative images. Their use is therefore always a threat
to neutrality, as they bring a valuation along with them (cf. also Hooffacker/
Meier 2017: 106).
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4. Difficulties in recording neutrality
The separation of news and opinion is easy to demand in practice – it is with its
specific implementation and research that problems arise. Although Voigt (2016:
53), for example, writes that neutrality is simple to record, in the experiment she
describes – in which neutrality was just one of several quality aspects investigated – the participants found it difficult to recognize articles that had been
classified as valuing and to evaluate them accordingly (Voigt 2016: 209). Those
surveyed in the experiment were divided into two groups, each of which was
given an article on the topic of »raising the pension age to 67 years« (Voigt 2016:
163) – a subject that was the subject of much public discussion at the time of the
experiment. The two articles differed in terms of how balanced their choice of
sources was and whether the author spoke out against raising the pension age
(n = 179) or did not express a valuation (n = 169). As an example of the evaluation
in the first group’s article, the author names the »title, in which he [the apparent
author of the article] labels a pension age of 67 unfair and unrealistic« (Voigt
2016: 163). Having read the article, the participants were asked to evaluate it
based on a series of quality criteria. One of the items was: »The article is written
in a neutral voice, i.e. the journalist does not give his own valuation of the situation« (Voigt 2016: 203). The analysis showed no significant difference between
the way the two groups assessed neutrality. However, it did become clear that
the duration of reception had an influence on the evaluation of neutrality. The
longer the participants spent on an article, the more widely their evaluations
differed. The respondents in the group with the valuing article gave a lower value
for its neutrality on average. From this, Voigt draws the conclusion that, »when it
comes to perceiving the neutrality of a news item, recipients have problems even
where there are clear quality deficiencies« (Voigt 2016: 209). The reasons behind
this in the experiment are unclear. One hypothesis could be that the respondents
did not perceive the valuation because they felt it was an adequate description
of reality. The hostile media effect or framing research would be good places to
start in explaining this.
The hostile media effect is the phenomenon that recipients perceive »even
balanced newspaper reports [as] biased« (Eberl 2020: 9). It has been proven that
political opinion plays a role here. Where recipients are heavily involved in a
political topic, they tend to accuse journalistic pieces of supporting the opposite side. Like political opinion, a recipient’s personal value priorities could also
influence the perception and effect of journalistic pieces.
If one follows framing research, it is impossible to adhere to the assumption
that facts and valuations can be kept separate. According to this theory, frames
are patterns of interpretation that highlight certain aspects while marginalizing or ignoring others. The aspects or frame elements are linked together in a
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certain way (Kühne 2014: 25). In this, frames comprise four elements: (1) defining
the problem in the context of shared cultural values, (2) describing the causes, (3)
evaluating the causes and their effects, and (4) attributing the solution (Entman
1993: 52). As the »terms« (Brosius/Dan 2020: 267) used for the frames play a vital
role here, the language itself can be considered problematic in achieving the
standard of value neutrality, as it is »never totally neutral or value-free« (Fischer
2020: 33). In the »lexicalization of sematic content« (Fischer 2020: 34), argues
Fischer, meanings and thus valuations are always attributed. The conclusion to
be drawn from this is that value-free presentation as such is not possible, even in
news.

5. Values in the German media system
Furthermore, it is worth considering whether value neutrality is actually desired
in German journalism. Arnold (2009), for example, points out that there are legal
differences between the media in Germany, where the press does not have a legal
obligation to neutrality in the sense of separating news and opinion. Nor does
the Press Code mention any obligation in this regard under professional ethics.
Objectivity is considered part of the duty of care, for example in state press laws,
but the idea is more to prevent »excessively sensational presentation« (Arnold
2009: 197) than to limit valuations by journalists. In contrast, for public service
media, the general provisions of the State Media Treaty (MStV) § 6 state that news
and comment are to be separated and that, in the case of comment pieces, the
author must be named. In addition, public service broadcasters »should take into
account the principles of objectivity and impartiality in reporting, diversity of
opinion, and the balance of their services« (§ 26 Para. 2 MStV). Yet although the
State Media Treaty prescribes a separation of news and opinion, in line with the
classic quality criteria of journalism that provides neutral information, it also
calls on public service media to promote certain values. In relation to broadcast
services, for example, § 26 MStV not only demands that they present »international, European, national, and regional events« (§ 26 Para. 1 MStV), but also that
they promote »international understanding, European integration, and social
cohesion at federal and state level« (§ 26 Para. 1 MStV).
In addition to the State Treaty that applies across Germany, there are also
specific rules for each of ARD’s public service broadcasters at state level. These
also contain different values, based on the German Basic Law among others.
Services provided by NDR, for example, are »tied to the constitutional order«
(§ 7 Para. 1 NDR State Treaty) and must »respect and protect human dignity« (§ 7
Para. 2 NDR State Treaty). Alongside this, the norms of the state treaties contain
values such as freedom and peace, as well as an array of regulations defining
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international and regional connections. Although a large part of what the public
service broadcasters offer is entertainment, these standards also apply to their
journalistic formats.
It is far from certain, however, whether the prescribed values really influence the
content of the journalism offered by the public service broadcasters. So far, no specific research into this has been conducted. Yet some studies do suggest that media
evaluate and, in doing so, keep an eye on certain values (cf. Scheufele/Engelmann
2013). This is not necessarily a new development. As far back as 25 years ago, Schönbach (1977) investigated whether and how media in Germany stick to the stipulation of separating news and opinion (Schönbach 1977: 29). To do this, he analyzed
how newspapers and broadcasters reported on the »Berlin problem« at the time
(Schönbach 1977: 33) and how comment pieces were linked to the news section.
In Schönbach’s view, however, the standard of neutrality means more than just
not allowing valuation to infiltrate news. He argues that the standard of neutrality can be divided into (1) explicit mixing of news and opinion, where »valuing
formulations [appear] in reporting« (Schönbach 1977: 48), and (2) implicit mixing,
where news and opinion appear in separate texts, but run in parallel in a medium
and the reporting is distorted or abbreviated as a result (Schönbach 1977: 52ff.). By
running in parallel, he means that the reporting is adapted to the comment pieces.
As the assumption behind his argument, Schönbach describes how editorial
offices are organizations that represent certain norms, to which their employees
adapt: the »editorial line« (Schönbach 1977: 131). This line is set by social mechanisms, relatively stable, and may or should influence the opinion section of a
journalistic medium. When, however, the choice of news fits in with the arguments from the comment pieces, the news selection adapts to the editorial line in
the opinion section and the reporting becomes distorted (Schönbach 1977: 132).
Journalism is only neutral, he continues, if it is based on generally recognized
selection mechanisms defined by news factors. After all, these are the features
that are worth reporting on for most journalists (cf. Galtung et al. 1970: 259ff.,
quoted in Schönbach 1977: 140). Yet the fact that something is worthy of reporting is, in turn, merely attributed by the journalists.
The study results show that the editorial lines had an influence on the reporting and that the separation of news and opinion was »not normal« in the media
investigated (Schönbach 1977: 114). As the starting situation of both journalism
and society has changed significantly since 1977 (cf. Steindl et al. 2017: 404ff.), it
is presumed here that the specific results on the individual news media cannot
be applied to today. In addition, later studies show that the evaluation in the
articles by quoted sources, the »opportune witnesses« (Hagen 1992), correlates
with the editorial line (a summary table in Bachl/Vögele 2013: 349). Other results,
on the other hand, question whether the editorial line can really be used to draw
conclusions on the political evaluations in journalistic work (cf. e.g. Scheufele/
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Engelmann 2013: 544). However, the editorial line was often located as a point
on a left-right dichotomy here. More recent studies could take this on board and
examine the connection between editorial values and journalistic output in a
more targeted way. [2]
There is, however, also the argument that deliberate evaluation in journalism
may be necessary in some circumstances. This argument goes that the standard
of neutrality itself relates to values of democratic theory in most cases – values
that journalists need to defend (Lilienthal 2020). The German Basic Law defines
ethical limits, and »there can be no neutrality where red lines are crossed« (Lilienthal 2020: 44). Going yet further, Brüggemann et al. (2022) even argue that
neutrality can get in the way of the standard of depicting reality as accurately
and objectively as possible. The authors use the example of the climate emergency to illustrate their point. If, in reporting on this topic, journalists depict positions that are not based on empirical findings, and the journalists evaluate them
as such, recipients will be able to gain a better understanding of the situation.
This idea is advocated by transformative journalism, in order to stand up for the
»ultimate public good« (Brüggemann et al. 2022: 2; cf. Krüger 2022): in this case,
maintaining the planet’s ecological balance.
It is clear, therefore, that completely neutral journalistic work is an ideal that,
for various empirical and epistemological reasons, cannot be put into practice
in its entirety. There is thus little to be gained from examining neutrality as
such in a binary way. In order to move the discussion on neutrality and values in
journalism forward, a promising approach instead appears to be examining the
opposite: researching evaluation in the presentation of journalistic reports, without seeing it exclusively as a violation of the norm. This will require further differentiation, since clearly not all evaluation is created equal. Although evaluation
is connected to valuation, the connection has so far been somewhat vague. Even
›valuation‹ as a term is unclear (cf. Kjellberg/Mallard 2013). Yet the ›sociology of
valuation‹ does provide some approaches that could also be beneficial to further
studies in journalism studies.

6. Differentiating between value, values, valuing, and evaluating
When it comes to analyzing empirical value attribution and evaluation phenomena, Krüger and Reinhart (2016) recommend two separations of the terms. Firstly,
2

Privately-owned newspapers and online media sometimes publicly commit to values – another potential
approach to analysis. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), for example, sees itself as a »liberal-conservative voice in business, politics, and culture,« while the Süddeutsche Zeitung proclaims a »clear position against
exploitation, inhumanity, and intolerance,« and the right-wing weekly newspaper Junge Freiheit names
»nation,« »freedom,« »conservatism,« and »Christianity« as values that it upholds.
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they argue, the processes of valuation – in the sense of attributing value – and
evaluation must be consciously separated from one another. Secondly, the same
should be done for the theoretical concepts of societal values and the value of an
object.
According to the authors, value (singular) describes the categorization of certain features of people, practices, and objects as valuable or valueless, and forms
the basis for assessment and comparison (Krüger/Reinhart 2016: 497). »Central
to the useful interpretation of subjective experiences« (Krüger/Reinhart 2016:
490), it is not inherent to the objects, people, or processes themselves, but is
attributed to them. To take the experiment by Voigt (2016) mentioned above as
an example from journalism, if the author describes the plan to raise the pension
age to 67 as »unfair« (Voigt 2016: 163), he attributes meaning to the fairness in
this plan and categorizes fairness as a feature for assessment – i.e. as value. Like
others, this value draws on further social concepts in order to contribute to interpretation. »Ideas about what is specifically valuable always arise in the context of
societal values« (Krüger/Reinhart 2016: 491). Despite this inseparable connection
between value (singular) and values (plural), they are two distinct concepts.
To distinguish them from value, societal values can be defined as »ideational
entities to which a particular binding force for action is attributed« (Krüger/
Reinhart 2016: 490). Values could be seen as benchmarks for action. The problem
that arises when researching values is similar to that for neutrality: Values, too,
are constructed, immaterial phenomena that cannot be experienced intersubjectively; it is important to set out what exactly values are (Fornoff 2018: 67).
Other authors, too, see values as »the most general basic principles of action
orientation« (Schäfers 2016: 39). Many draw on Max Weber’s theory that human
actions are orientated on values (Weber 1904: 25f.). The values serve to provide
justification: In a relation between ends and means, they are the ends that determine how appropriate the means – i.e. actions – are. However, in order to gain
meaning in society and thus the ability to justify human actions, they must first
be socially recognized. After all, in theory, many things could be conceived as
values (cf. Joas 1999). »De facto values in the sense of a heuristic concept in social
sciences are [only] values that have been or are being recognized in community and, through this independence from a historical society, are in principle
changeable, relative, and particular« (Fenner 2020: 191).
In everyday life, values usually firm up through norms (Schäfers 2016: 39).
Norms can be understood as rules and standards for action that »can claim to
be generally binding« (Fenner 2020: 190). »While values have a general function
in providing orientation, the norms provide instruction on the concrete implementation of the abstract values« (Fenner 2020: 191). In contrast to norms, which
are secured by social sanctions (Popitz 1980: 21), »stepping over the line« (Fornoff
2018: 68) and punishment for this is not possible when it comes to mere norms.
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It is thus easy to understand the idea of values as »ideas of what is desirable, i.e.
ideas or ideals that serve to assess desires and cannot be equated with the pursued objects« (Reinhardt 2016: 98).
It is widely assumed that each society has a dominant system of values that
forms »the basic framework of the culture« (Schäfers 2016: 39). This is contradicted by the idea that multiple systems of values compete with one another in
a system and are sometimes in a conflict-ridden relationship with one another
(Neuberger 2020: 49). This relationship is hard to pin down, however, because
values are largely immaterial constructs. Yet is it indisputable that they influence
the way people perceive reality – or, to put it philosophically, »We need values,
because they are nothing in themselves, but they can be anything (possible) to
us. Values are not given to us. They are made. By us, for us« (Sommer 2016: 163).
If values are made, they can be subject to change. They »transform in interaction
of groups and individuals« (Sommer 2016: 171), and are also transitory (Sommer
2016: 165). At the same time, this makes it clear that values of a group or society
may have been formed through a mixture of its history and more or less random
events.
When considered this way, it is no surprise that some of the values in the
various value catalogs overlap, while others do not. For McQuail (2013: 67), for
example, »freedom; justice/equality; order/solidarity« are the essential values of
a »western society« (McQuail 2013: 54). Yet they are not found in this form in a
study by Scheufele and Engelmann (2013) – the closest match there is the »solidarity principle« (Scheufele/Engelmann 2013: 539), although they do relate their values more specifically to political fields such as finance, business, work, and social
affairs. The specific values they mention include environmental sustainability,
market liberalism, and peace/pacifism (cf. Scheufele/Engelmann 2013: 539). Different again, Neuberger sets out seven values with which to evaluate the quality of
democratic public life. Alongside the overall societal values of freedom and equality also named by McQuail, Neuberger also lists diversity, distribution of power,
criticism and control, integration, and security. In addition, he considers the communication-specific values of information and discourse quality relevant in evaluating democratic public life (Neuberger 2019: 437, 2020: 42). Both are derived from
deliberation theory. In relation to his catalog of values, Neuberger admits that it is
not a conclusive system, but it meets his needs (Neuberger 2020: 41).
In modern democracies in particular, it can be assumed that there are different perspectives on values, for example different systems of values, that apply
at the same time. After all, although values develop their effect in the context of
society, »a relation to the subject of the valuation indelibly clings to the term of
the ›value‹« (Joas 1999: 39). Numerous subjects result in numerous perspectives.
On the one hand, this can mean that the democratic state can only »demand a

Journalism Research 2/2022

105

Research Paper

minimal consensus on democratic values« (Neuberger 2020: 3) in order to shape
the desired pluralism of values legitimately.
As well as between value and values, Krüger and Reinhart (2016: 492) also
differentiate between the processes of valuation and evaluation. Valuation is to
be understood as the attribution of value – a process in which objects, people,
or processes are initially »defined as potentially valuable or valueless« (Krüger/
Reinhart 2016: 497). This ascribes meaning to them within the complex reality.
As a result, the attribution of value can be considered »constitutive for any social
order and the social construction of reality« (Krüger/Reinhart: 487), they argue.
This process is »always also [related to] questions of generating the power of
interpretation« (Nicolae/Endreß/Berli/Bischur 2019: 14).
On the other hand, it is this attribution that then allows the second process:
evaluation. This can be understood as considerations with which objects, practices, and people are assessed comparatively as better or worse, based on certain
criteria« (Krüger/Reinhart 2016: 497). The difference between the two social
processes, they say, is largely of an analytical nature; empirically, they are »practically indissolubly linked together« (Krüger/Reinhart 2016: 494). This can be
demonstrated using the example of the unfair pension plan again: While the
author attributes the value of fairness to the plan, he also conducts an evaluation
that allows a comparison with other plans.

7. Summary and outlook
The analytical separation of these two processes and of the two terms ›value‹ and
›values‹ could aid understanding of valuations in journalism, their differences,
and their consequences. This would allow a more sophisticated examination of
who is attributing value and who is evaluating the people, objects, or situations.
In turn, this would make it possible to examine the idea that journalists should
only include evaluations from stakeholders in their work (Voigt 2016: 53). The
effect on recipients could also be examined here.
Assuming that evaluations are perceived differently by different people, it
would be interesting to get to the bottom of whether the legality of the values
is behind the valuation. If the value that forms the basis of the evaluation can
be used to draw a conclusion as to the values behind it, it would be possible to
differentiate here. For example, one could test the theory that (e)valuations
are not perceived as such when they are based on values that are shared by the
recipients. After all, in this case, the recipients could perceive it as a self-evident
and adequate description of reality. Within this, it would be interesting to see
whether there are differences between groups. However, even with this differentiation, drawing a conclusion on values based on the value is not easy. There is a
Journalism Research 2/2022

106

David Muschenich: Neutrality and values in journalism

»connection« between them that is »difficult-to-determine« (Krüger/Reinhart
2016: 490). Other studies that have looked at values have come to the same conclusion. Scheufele and Engelmann (2013: 563) used similar methods to examine
»value frames.« In this study, the reliability in the coding of the values was just
67 percent – although this was considered acceptable in the study, with the following justification:
»Firstly, it is important to note the high level of abstraction in the category, which means
that very high values such as those in simple topic analyses cannot be expected. Secondly,
the coders did not recognize completely different values (e.g. freedom instead of solidarity), but often values with a similar content (e.g. equality instead of justice). Thirdly, these
cases are compensated when the values are combined during analysis. Fourthly, the reliability was not lower than in comparable studies (cf. Eilders/Lüter 1998: 59f.; Voltmer 1997:
181)« (Scheufele/Engelmann 2013: 539).

Krüger and Reinhart (2016: 495) also note that the origin of value attribution
could be another relevant aspect for social research. They assume that emotions
play a particular role here – one that has been neglected up to now. This approach,
however, requires further elaboration. As part of this, they argue, it would be possible to examine when journalists consider an evaluation appropriate and whether
the attribution comes from them, or they adopt it from someone else.
Values have an impact on everyday communication and thus on journalism,
too. One way in which this impact is seen is in the value that journalists attribute to people, processes, or objects, or that they use for assessment there. As
this paper shows, differentiating conceptionally between this value and societal
values can help to adopt new perspectives in journalism studies. In addition, it
enables us to differentiate between value attribution and evaluation, to develop
studies that can be used to record the effect of valuing journalism in a new way:
Why and how do journalists value? What effect does this have? Why are certain
valuations apparently accepted while others are not? All this could then be used
as a basis for learning more about the influence of societal values on journalism.
After all, evaluation by journalists can help us to draw conclusions on societal
values. So far, however, this approach remains highly theoretical in nature – it
would need to be set out in more concrete terms for empirical investigations. The
most important part will be to work out which values are to be considered. The
aforementioned value catalogs provide a starting point for this, but they are not
fully developed systems either.
This would, however, allow the societal values complex to be incorporated
into analysis of journalistic work. As a result, journalism could be considered in
a more sophisticated way – especially evaluations in journalistic presentation.
The approach thus takes the real situation into account. As already demonstrated
in this paper, evaluative journalism can help to describe reality more accurately
and thus to fulfil the normative goal of objectivity better than when journalism
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adheres to complete (value) neutrality. Because this is not possible, for the reasons described, it also appears more useful to move away from recording neutrality in binary form. Instead, examining valuing and evaluating journalism
in a sophisticated way against the background of standards of democratic theory
could also contribute to the discussion of the extent to which valuing and evaluating are seen as specific qualities in journalism.
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